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ANCIENT 
MARVELS 


Legendary and often inexplicable, 
these human-made monuments 
have awed and inspired mankind 
for thousands of years. 


2 STUNNING 
LANDSCAPES 


From soaring sawtooth peaks and 
blinding salt flats to spine-tingling 
cliffs and a colossal cave, these storied 
formations still have surprises in store. 


3 WATERY 
WONDERS 


Emerald bays, unlikely lagoons, 
rousing rivers, bottomless inlets cut 
by glaciers—these top bodies of water 
give new meaning to “wet and wild.” 


4 SACRED 
e iss 


Mankind's search for transcendence 
shines at these mountaintop 
sanctuaries, ceremonial platforms, 
mystical statues and intricate temples. 


6 DREAM 
RESORTS 


With jungle glamping, luxury caves, 
snuggly igloos, castle fantasies and 
more, these distinctive hotels are 
destinations in and of themselves. 


ТОқбуектовев 


Whether canyoneering, bungee 
jumping, paragliding, mountain 
climbing or shark diving, thrill-seekers 
find exhilaration in these classic feats. 


8 4 ICONIC 
CITIES 

Unmistakable and magnetic, these 

world-class metropolises brim 


with history, beauty, energy and 
spectacular landmarks. 


ANCIENT MARVELS 


Acropolis, Athens, Greece p. 11 
Alhambra, Spain p. 17 

Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem, Israel p. 19 
Colosseum, Rome, Italy p. 14 
Great Wall of China p. 8-9, 10 
Hagia Sophia, Turkey p. 17 

Mount Nemrut, Turkey p. 18-19 
Nalanda University, India p. 17 
Newgrange, Ireland p. 19 

10 Petra, Jordan p. 12-13 

11 Pyramids of Giza, Egypt p. 15 

12 Stonehenge, U.K. p. 16-17 

13 Terracotta Army, China p. 18-19 
14 Valley of the Kings, Egypt p. 18-19 
15 Westminster Abbey, U.K. p. 18-19 


STUNNING LANDSCAPES 


16 Acadia National Park, Maine p. 32-33 

17 Antelope Canyon, Arizona p. 31 

18 Atacama Desert, Chile p. 31 

19 Cappadocia, Turkey p. 22-23 

20 Cliffs of Moher, Ireland p. 24-25 

21 Denali National Park, Alaska p. 32-33 

22 Glacier National Park, Montana p. 32-33 
23 Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona p. 33 
24 HangSon Doong, Vietnam p. 28 

25 Napali Cliffs, Kauai, Hawaii p. 31 

26 Patagonia, Chile and Argentina p. 20-21, 22 
27 Riisitunturi National Park, Finland p. 26 
28 Salar de Uyuni, Bolivia p. 30-31 

29 Uluru, Australia p. 27 
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30 Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming, Idaho & Montana p. 33 


31 Yosemite National Park, California p. 32-33 
32 Zhangye Danxia, China p. 28-29 


WATERY WONDERS 


33 Amazon River, South America p. 43 

34 Blue Lagoon, Iceland p. 36-37 

35 Gullfoss, Iceland p. 44-45 

36 Iguazu Falls, Argentina and Brazil p. 44-45 

37 Lencóis Maranhenses, Brazil p. 40 

38 Li River, China p. 38-39 

39 Niagara Falls, New York and Canada p. 44-45 

40 Norwegian Fjords, Norway p. 42-43 

41 Pailón del Diablo, Bafios de Agua Santa, Ecuador p. 44-45 
42 Pamukkale Terraces, Turkey p. 41 

43 Phang Nga Bay, Thailand p. 34-35, 36 

44 Plitvice Falls, Croatia p. 44-45 

45 Puerto Princesa Subterranean River, Philippines p. 43 
46 The Baths, Virgin Gorda, British Virgin Islands p. 43 
47 Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe and Zambia p. 44-45 


SACRED SITES 


48 Angkor Wat, Cambodia p. 50-51 

49 Batu Caves, Malaysia p. 57 

50 Borobudur Temple Compounds, Java, Indonesia p. 58-59 
51 Chichén-Itzá, Mexico p. 54 

52 Church of St. George, Lalibela, Ethiopia p. 58-59 
53 Hallgrímskirkja, Iceland p. 58-59 

54 Karnak Temple Comples, Luxor, Egypt p. 59 

55 Kiyomizu-dera Temple, Kyoto, Japan p. 53 

56 Las Lajas Sanctuary, Colombia p. 58-59 

57 Machu Picchu, Peru p. 46-47, 48 

58 Meteora, Greece p. 58-59 

59 Moai, Easter Island p. 56-57 

60 Preah Vihear, Cambodia p. 57 

61 Pura Besakih, Bali p. 48-49 

62 Sagrada Familia, Barcelona, Spain p. 54-55 

63 Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque, Abu Dhabi, UAE p. 57 
64 Vatican, Rome, Italy p. 52 


6 AMAZING PLACES 


DREAM RESORTS 


65 Burj Al Arab Jumeirah, Dubai, UAE p. 67 

66 Conrad Bora Bora Nui, The Islands of Tahiti p. 69, 98 
67 Dromoland Castle, Ireland p. 62-63 

68 El Dorado Maroma, Mexico p. 68-69 

69 Fiji Marriott Resort, Momi Bay p. 69 

70 Four Seasons Tented Camp Golden Triangle, Thailand p. 60-61, 62 
71 Huvafen Fushi, Maldives p. 68-69 

72 |ceHotel Sweden p. 67 

73 Kakslauttanen Arctic Resort, Finland p. 66-67 

74 &Beyond Ngorongoro Crater Lodge, Tanzania p. 67 
75 Perivolas, Oia, Santorini, Greece p. 64 

76 Sandals Royal Caribbean, Jamaica p. 68-69 

77 Song Saa Private Island, Cambodia p. 68-69 

78 The Oberoi Amarvilas, India p. 65 


EXTREME ADVENTURES 


79 Antarctica p. 83 

80 British Columbia, Canada p. 81 

81 Dubai, UAE p. 81 

82 Galápagos Islands, Ecuador p. 82-83 
83 Gansbaai, South Africa p. 78 

84 Great Barrier Reef, Australia p. 82-83 


85 Great Blue Hole, Belize p. 74-75 
86 Haleakala National Park, Maui, Hawaii p. 78-79 
87 Himalayas, Nepal p. 80-81 = 9 
Sc o 
cy 
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88 Interlaken, Switzerland p. 76 
89 Madagascar p. 82-83 

90 Mount Kilimanjaro, Tanzania p. 77 
91 Queenstown, New Zealand p. 72-73 
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4 
92 Rajasthan, India p. 82-83 3 
93 Serengeti, Tanzania and Kenya p. 83 
94 Turrialba, Costa Rica p. 81 
95 Zion National Park, Utah p. 70-71, 72 


ICONIC CITIES 


96 Cape Town, South Africa p. 92 

97 Chicago, Illinois p. 96-97 

98 Delhi, India p. 95 

99 Hong Kong; China p. 92-93 
100 London, WK. p. 88 59, 
101 New Опеап5, Louisiana p. 96-97 
102 New York City, New-York р. 97 
103 Orlando, Florida p. 97 
104 Paris, France p. 94-95 
105 Prague, Czech Republic p. 95 
106 Rio de Janeiro, Brazil p. 90-91 
107 San Francisco, California p. 96-97 
108 Shanghai, China р. 95 E 
109 Sydney, Australia p. 86-87 
110 Tokyo, Japan р. 89 

111 Venice, Italy*p. 84-85, 86 
112 Washington, D.C.'p..96-97 
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WORLD'S MOST 
AMAZING PLACES 


AT A GLANCE 


Whatever the travel dream, 


here's where to go 


c. 


The Jinshanling section 
ofthe Great Wall, with = 
five passes and 69 AE 
> towers, was constructed ` 
“during the Ming dynasty. ~ 
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ANCIENT MARVELS 


THE GREAT 


Northern China 


The world's longest wall (13,248 miles and 
counting) is rich with irony: Built to keep 
invaders out, it's now China's biggest attraction 
drawing tourists in. Tens of millions of people 
visit the Great Wall annually, thanks to its 
2,600-year history and scenic path that snakes 
across nine provinces—spanning beaches, des- 
erts, grasslands, plateaus and, most famously, 
rugged mountain ranges. 

Designated as a UNESCO World Heritage 
site in 1987, the wall is not one continuous ram- 
part but a network of multiple walls, watchtowers 
and fortresses originally built in pieces by three 
clashing kingdoms. At least six dynasties recon- 
structed it over time. Most ofthe wall that stands 
today—the 5,500-mile section most people 
recognize as the Great Wall—is a relic of the 
Ming Dynasty, which ruled from 1368 to 1644. 

The majority of visitors pinpoint the Badal- 
ing segment because of its proximity to Beijing, 
less than 50 miles away. The first section of the 
wall to open to the public (in 1957), Badaling 
has since welcomed more than 370 foreign lead- 
ers and celebrities. To the east, well-preserved 
Mutianyu is the most popular area for foreign 
tourists but still less crowded than Badaling. 
The dramatic Jiankou section, with its unre- 
stored ruins and ultra-steep passes, is the most 
photogenic—and dangerous. 

Whatever section you climb, comfortable 
shoes or hiking boots are in order, as steps were 
intentionally built at varying heights to thwart 
enemies. But once you've braved the sharp rises 
and taken in the majestic surroundings, you 
can count yourself a warrior among those who 
defended their territories all those centuries ago. 
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WALL 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 

»» China Highlights 
offers half- and full- 
day hiking tours of 
the most popular 
segments (plus 
multiday outings), 
while Great Wall 
Hiking prides itself 
on taking clients off 
the beaten track. 

For something less 
strenuous, cable 
cars are available in 
popular areas like 
Badaling, Simatai, 
Jinshanling and 
Mutianyu. In the 

last, a toboggan will 
even deliver riders 
back to the entrance. 
Combine bucket-list 
achievements with 
the Conquer the Wall 
marathon, held every 
May 13. 


The Great Wall of China 
is one of the largest 
construction projects 
ever undertaken, and its 
earliest relics date from 
the seventh century B.C. 


ACROPOLIS 


Athens, Greece 


Democracy. Philosophy. Theater. Freedom of 
speech. What do these noble concepts have in 
common? They were all born on the Acropolis 
of Athens, the most intact classical-Greek monu- 
mental complex still in existence. 

Originated from the Greek words for summit 
and city, an acropolis—a fortified area typically 
built on high ground—was a central feature of 
many ancient Greek cities. But the Athenian 
Acropolis, perched on a 500-foot walled hilltop, 
is naturally the most famous. Its hallmarks— 
the Propylaea gateway, the Erechtheum shrine, 
the Temple of Athena Nike, and, of course, the 
Parthenon—were developed during the fifth 
century B.C. by the leading architects and 
sculptors of the time, under the direction of 
Pericles, a celebrated general and politician. 

With its 46 Doric and Ionic columns, the 
Parthenon is the most photogenic edifice on 
the "sacred rock." Dedicated to Athena, goddess 
of Athens, the temple appears square from a 
distance, but doesn't actually contain straight 
lines. Three of its interior walls and many of 
its columns were destroyed in 1687 A.D. when 
the Venetian army shelled the Parthenon, then 
functioning as a powder arsenal for Turkish 
forces. Modern restoration of the structure 
has been ongoing for more than 40 years, and 
visitors aren't allowed inside— not so different 
from antiquity, when only priests and other 
VIPs were permitted. 

Fortunately, the vistas of the exterior are 
enough to satiate today's patrons. In view from 
nearly any point in the city, the Pentelic marble 
structure assumes varying tints as the sun travels 
across the sky: honey, rose, white and, after dark, 
a warm, floodlit gold. Taken with the knowl- 
edge that this hilltop city of temples has endured 
through centuries of wars, occupation and loot- 
ing, it’s a remarkable sight to behold. 


TRAVEL INTEL 


>> More than 4,250 statues and other relics 
that once appointed the complex are on 
display at the Acropolis Museum, inaugurated 
in 2009. See the marble frieze that once 
encircled the top of the Parthenon, as well 

as five of the six caryatid statues (the sixth is 
controversially located at the British Museum 
in London). 


ANCIENT MARVELS 


ANCIENT CITY 
OF PETRA 


Petra crossed the pop-culture radar when it 
appeared in the 1989 film Indiana Jones and 
the Last Crusade. But there’s much more to the 
Rose-Red City than its iconic facade. Half-built, 
half-carved into the desert sandstone of the 
Wadi Musa valley, 150 miles south of Amman, 
this ancient trading center contains more than 
35 historical landmarks, including temples, 
obelisks, altars, colonnaded streets, a 3,000- 
seat theater and 500 known tombs. 

Nomadic Nabataean Arabs first settled Petra 
(originally called Raqeem and renamed by the 
Greeks) around the fourth century B.C. By the 
first century B.C., the city was flourishing as the 
capital ofthe Nabataean Empire, with a popula- 
tion of 30,000. At the crossroads of silk, spice and 
incense trade routes, Petra also thrived thanks to 
its innovative water-management system. 

Present-day tourists approach the city the 
same way travelers would have 2,000 years 
ago—through the Siq (meaning shaft), a 0.75- 
mile slot canyon. At the other end, the Treasury 
comes dramatically into view. From there, visi- 
tors are free to explore the extensive ruins of this 
UNESCO World Heritage site, concluding with 
the Ad-Deir Monastery, an ancient hilltop tem- 
ple reached via an 800-step, rock-hewn stairway. 

An earthquake in the fourth century A.D., 
along with shifting trade routes, led to Petra’s 
decline. It wasn’t until 1812 that Swiss explorer 
Johann Ludwig Burckhardt confirmed—in full 
Bedouin disguise—the legend of its existence. 
Archeologists have studied the city ever since 
and continue to make new discoveries, such as 
a ceremonial platform not detected until 2016 
(one scholar estimated 85 percent of the city is 
still buried). But Petra’s secrets only invite mod- 
ern adventurers deeper into its fascinating past. 


TRAVEL INTEL 


Luxury travel company 
organizes multiday itineraries to Petra, including 
stops at the Dead Sea and the Roman ruins 
in and around Amman. Within Petra, the 
and the 

offer insight into the city’s 
rich history. Pick up a souvenir of local pottery 
or jewelry ata 


РЕТКА 5 140-FOOF- TALL 
TREASURY (АЕ КНАХМЕН) 
ONCE FUNCTIONED AS 
A-ROYAL TOMB. THE 
NAME STEMMED FROM 
THE FALSE BELIEF THAT 
THE URN CROWNING 
THE BUILDING S FACADE 
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COLOSSEUM , 


In а 2,774-year-old city where ancient ruins 
wait around every bend, the Colosseum 
stands out as Rome's supreme emblem. And 
its extravagant design—column-framed arches, 
breezy grand promenades, travertine walls and 
polished marble seats— 
starkly contrasts with the 
bloody entertainment that 
took place on the arena's 
sandy wooden floor. 

Commissioned by 
Emperor Vespasian in 
72 A.D. asa pleasure palace 
for the people, the “Flavian 
Amphitheatre" was com- 
pleted eight years later by 
his son, Emperor Titus. 
The grand opening kicked 
off with 100 days of games, 
during which 9,000 animals—from lions, tigers 
and bears to crocodiles, wolves and even ele- 
phants—were slaughtered in staged hunts. 

Of course, the venue's most famous spec- 
tacles were the gladiatorial contests. Tens of 
thousands of onlookers, seated by social rank 


14 AMAZING PLACES 
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Ro; m е 


and shaded by a massive cloth awning, gaped 
in suspense as convicts, slaves and prisoners of 
war who were trained for combat would con- 
tend and often fight to the death. 

After 400 years of use, the Colosseum fell 
into ruin, with its building 
materials appropriated for 
projects like the Palazzo 
Venezia and the cathedrals 
of St. Peter and St. John 
Lateran. Efforts to restore 
the amphitheater began in 
the 1990s. 

Today, visitors can see 
the tiered seating, stroll the 
third level and explore the 
underbelly of cells and tun- 
nels. Trapdoors facilitated 
"special effects"—animals 
and sets raised into the stadium on winch- 
operated lifts—and in 2015, Italian officials 
revealed an exact reproduction of one of these 
mechanisms, which is now permanently on dis- 
play. It's a place to step back in time, unleash the 
imagination and be struck with awe and dread. 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 


рр A two- or three- 
day Roma Pass grants 
general admission 

to the Colosseum, as 
well as many other 
popular attractions 

in the city (romapass.it). 
Complement a tour 
of the Colosseum’s 
storied corridors 
with an immersive 
combat class at Gru 
Storico Romano’s 
gladiator school. 
Instructors in full regalia 
make jokes, teach five 
moves of attack and 
defense, and bring 
history to life before 
participants face off 
with wooden swords. 
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ANCIENT MARVELS 


SIONEHENGE 


Wiltshire, U.K. 


Was it a temple created for the worship of 
ancient deities? An astronomical observatory? 
А sacred burial site? A memorial to ancestors? 
A place of healing? So much of Stonehenge's 
allure stems from the mysteries of its prehis- 
toric purpose and cultural significance. 

Its construction is also enigmatic. Believed 
to be built and used by Neolithic and Bronze 
Age inhabitants between 3700 and 1600 B.C., 
the monument originated as a massive circular 
ditch and bank, called a henge, dug on Salis- 
bury Plain using primitive tools. An estimated 
80 bluestones, some weighing up to 4 tons and 
hauled—incredibly—200 miles from the Pre- 
seli Hills in Wales, were added several hundred 
years later (43 remain). Around 2000 B.C., at 
least 50 (and likely more) sarsen stones were 
positioned to form the monument's outer arc. 
Builders continued to tinker with the blue- 
stones, arranging and rearranging them, until 
roughly 1600 B.C. Modern theories speculate 
the transportation and erection of Stonehenge's 
monoliths required substantial manual labor 
using sledges, rafts, ropes, levers, teams of oxen 
and hundreds of men. 

But the real wonder of this UNESCO 
World Heritage site is in seeing it in person, 
surrounded by esoteric burial mounds and 
sheep grazing in the misty U.K. countryside. 
Close contact has been prohibited since 1978, 
but even separated by rope from these ancient 
stone circles, visitors are struck by their mysti- 
cal aura, eerie symmetry and impressive stat- 
ure (the tallest sarsen rises 24 feet). In his 1891 
novel, Tess of the d'Urbervilles, British author 
Thomas Hardy described Stonehenge as “а 
very temple of the winds,” and the depiction 
still rings true today. 


TRAVEL INTEL 


рр If you really must touch the stones, plan 

а visit during the English Heritage Charitable 
Trust's Managed Open Access events during 
the summer and winter solstices, as well as 


the spring and fall equinoxes (no climbing on СТОМЕНЕМСЕ 15 THE BEST-KNOWN 
the rocks). Additional nearby points of interest ы PREHISTORIC MONUMENT IN EUROPE AND 


include the henge monument of Avebury, the 


Roman-era baths in Bath and the зау ІНЕ MOST ARCHITECTURALLY SOPHISTICATED 
Cathedral, home to one of the four original | PREHISTORIC STONE CIRCLE IN THE WORLD. 


copies of the Magna Carta. 


МОРЕ 
ANCIENT 
MARVELS 


>> Constructed 
primarily between 
1238 and 1358 A.D. 
on the site of a small 
ninth-century fortress 
in Granada, Spain, the 
intricate Alhambra is 
the world's only medi- 
eval Muslim palace. 


Built in the 
sixth century A.D. 
in Istanbul, the 
Hagia Sophia—an 
Orthodox Christian 
basilica cum mosque 
cum museum—is 
considered the pièce 
de résistance of 
Byzantine architecture. 


>> The most ancient 
center for higher 
learning on the 
Indian subcontinent, 
in northeastern India, 
drew scholars from 
across Asia for 800 
years, beginning in 
the third century B.C. 
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CHURCH OF THE 
HOLY SEPULCHRE 


Jerusalem 

First built in 335 A.D. by Constantine the Great, 
this venerated site in Jerusalem's Old City 
encloses what are believed to be the locations 
of Jesus' crucifixion, burial and resurrection. 
Thanks to yearlong renovations that were com- 
pleted in 2017, visitors can now see, for the first 
time, the bare stone of the ancient burial cave. 


MOUNT NEMRUT 


Southeast Turkey 

Built in 62 B.C., the temple-tomb of the Helle- 
nistic King Antiochus I of Commagene features 
inscriptions, reliefs and statues, including 8-foot 
decapitated stone heads. King Antiochus' burial 
chamber is thought to be beneath the complex, 
but the tomb has never been found. 


NEWGRANGE 


County Meatb, Ireland 

A thousand years older than Stonehenge and 
38 feet wider in circumference, Newgrange is a 
Neolithic burial mound marked by engravings, 
curbstones and a passage that visitors can enter. 
See it in the Boyne Valley, filled with abbey 
ruins, traditional towns and a medieval castle. 


TERRACOTTA ARMY 

Xian, China 

Plan to spend two or three days in history-rich 
Xi'an, the capital city of 13 imperial dynasties 
and the terminus of the Silk Road. Here, more 
than 6,000 life-size clay soldiers, arranged by 
rank, guard the grave of Qin Shi Huang, the 
first emperor of China, who died in 210 B.C. 


Above: Greek Orthodox 
clergy carry a processional 
cross at the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre. 

Left: The inner corridor 
of Newgrange. 

Opposite, clockwise from 
top left: The west end of 
the nave of Westminster 
Abbey; the head of Zeus- 
Oromasdes on the West 
Terrace of Nemrut; the 
tomb of Ramses VI in 

the Valley of the Kings; 
every statue in China’s 
Terracotta Army 

is different. 


VALLEY OF THE KINGS 

Luxor, Egypt 

This elaborately painted underground mauso- 
leum served as the final resting place for at least 
63 New Kingdom queens, high priests and pha- 
raohs such as Seti I, Ramses VI and King Tut- 
ankhamun. Several tombs are open to the public. 


WESTMINSTER ABBEY 


London 

Some 3,300 people are buried or memorial- 
ized at Westminster Abbey, among them 
monarchs, playwrights, poets, actors, compos- 
ers, scientists and statesmen. Don’t miss the 
Poets’ Corner, where luminaries like Geoffrey 
Chaucer, Charles Dickens and the Bronté sisters 
were laid to rest. 
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Spanning two countries and 400,000 square 
miles (more than twice the size of California), 
the Patagonia region is an expansive wilder- 
ness at the southern tip of the New World. The 
very word Patagonia conjures visions of neon- 
blue glaciers, aqua caverns and jagged granite 
peaks piercing the sky. 

The snow-dusted Los Cuernos del Paine 
(the Paine Horns) are the signature of Torres 
del Paine National Park, established in 1959 
and declared а UNESCO World Biosphere 
Reserve 19 years later. Bordered by the Pata- 
gonian Steppe and the Andes Mountains in 
southern Chile, the 598,000-acre park attracts 
252,000 visitors annually to its hiking trails, 
fjords, waterfalls and glacial lakes. Its distinc- 
tive mountain range was formed when tectonic 
collisions forced plateaus upward, and ancient 
glaciers eroded the terrain until only solid, 
resistant granite remained. 

Across the border in Argentina, the Perito 
Moreno Glacier wows observers with its brilliant 
hue and magnitude: over 200 feet tall and span- 
ning 121 square miles. Visitors behold the glacier 
from designated viewing platforms; those who 
wait long enough are often rewarded with the 
powerful sight of a large slice of ice splintering off 
and collapsing theatrically into Lake Argentino. 

The remote Marble Caves hide far to the 
north in General Carrera lake, on the border 
between the two countries. Depending on the 
weather and season, the water in these marble 
grottoes, reachable only by boat, alternates 
from turquoise to cobalt. The phenomenon is 
yet another of Patagonia's wanton displays of 
splendor for those who make the journey. 


22 AMAZING PLACES 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 

>> The most popular 
trek in Torres del 
Paine is the W Circuit, 
a four-night jaunt that 
takes hikers past 
several prominent 
features, е 

г, Los 
Сиегпоѕ бб іһе 
Torres i three 
tower-like peaks from 
which the park gets 
its name). Get closer 
to Perito Moreno 
Glacier with a boat 
trip around the base 
or a guided hike on 
the surface of the 
ice itself. 


Grey Gla 


Fed by the Southern 
Patagonian Ice Field, the 
Perito Moreno Glacier is, 
remarkably, still growing. 


a 
Around 25 hot-air 
balloon agencies are 
eager to give tourists 
an aerial perspective of 
Cappadocia’s fanciful 
fairy chimneys, 
followed Бу а 
champagne toast. 


CAPPADOCIA 


Central Anatolia, Ti urkey 


The forces of nature and human ingenuity have 
worked together to form the fascinating tableau 
of Cappadocia, a 50-square-mile plateau that 
is as remarkable for its geological “fairy chim- 
пеуѕ” as for its hand-carved networks of ancient 
underground settlements. 

The plateau’s striking cones, spires, mush- 
rooms and pillars—some as tall as 130 feet—are 
the handiwork of eons of erosion. More than 
3 million years ago, volcanic eruptions carpeted 
the area with dense ash, which baked into a soft 
rock called tuff. Then wind, rain and other ele- 
ments wore down the terrain into the bizarre 
formations on display today. 

Perhaps as early as the fourth century A.D., 
mankind made its own lasting mark, digging 
into the tuff to form subterranean dwellings, 
stables and storehouses, all connected by a lab- 
yrinth of tunnels. Providing protection from 
raiders, Roman persecutors and other threats, 
these multistory refuges contained kitchens, 
bedrooms, ventilated bathhouses and even wine 
presses, connected to each other by ladders or 
steps. Derinkuyu, the most well-known under- 
ground complex, is at least eight stories deep and 
sheltered as many as 20,000 residents at one time. 

From the 10th to the 13th centuries, monas- 
tic communities flourished here, adding hun- 
dreds of rock-cut chapels, churches and mon- 
asteries to the scene. Now protected as part of 
the Góreme Open-Air Museum, the Byzantine 
frescoed paintings within these cave churches 
are as vivid today as they were 1,000 years ago. 

Visitors can venture down into chambers, 
admire the religious artwork and hike through 
fairy chimney-studded valleys. If time allows, an 
ascent to the peak of Uchisar Castle, a volcanic- 
rock outcrop, provides the ultimate view of the 
sun sinking over the perforated pinnacles. It's 
a scene so other, it might as well be the moon. 


TRAVEL INTEL 


>> Hundreds of people still call the cave 
dwellings of Cappadocia home. Travelers can get 
a taste of this subterrestrial lifestyle by booking 
a stay at one of the region's famous cave hotels, 
including Gamirasu, a Byzantine-era monastic 
retreat turned 35-room luxury boutique. Plan to 
reserve at least three nights to have adequate 
time to cover all of the area's highlights. 
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CLIFFS OF 
MOHER 


County Clare, Ireland 


While not Ireland's tallest sea cliffs, the Cliffs of 
Moher—with their sharp edge, sheer drop and 
noticeable striations of sandstone, siltstone and 
shale—are certainly the country's most strik- 
ing. Five miles long and 702 feet tall at their 
highest point, the cliffs lend spectacular views 
of Galway Bay, the Aran and Blasket islands, 
the Maum Turk and Twelve Pins mountains, 
and the Dingle Peninsula...if the sun coop- 
erates, which it often doesn't. Wind and rain 
frequently whip this formidable Atlantic coast, 
only adding to the drama. 

А rare rock formation that is typically only 
visible under the surface of the sea, the Cliffs 
of Moher began as an ancient river delta more 
than 300 million years ago. Tourists (read: 
young nobles) have been frequenting the cliffs 
since as early as the 16th century. In the 19th 
century, local landlord Cornelius O’Brien built 
O'Brien's Tower as a viewing point for visitors; 
the tower still functions today. 

Modern sightseers pay to park, then freely 
roam this UNESCO Global Geopark, where 
almost 2,000 feet of trails and viewing platforms 
line the rim. Along the way, travelers can spot 
the ruins of a Napoleonic signal tower; the sea 
arch at Hag's Head; the 220-foot Branaunmore 
sea stack; and caves carved out of the cliff face 
by erosion, including one that appeared in the 
movie Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. 

Sharp eyes will also spy year-round bird 
species including peregrine falcons, fulmars, 
ravens and choughs. During nesting season, 
some 30,000 pairs of nesting seabirds also 
migrate to the moss-cloaked precipice. 

But the real showstopper continues to be 
the cliffs themselves, wild and abiding in the 
relentless elements. 
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»» The parking fee grants admission to the 
underground Cliffs of Moher Visitor Experience, 
opened in 2007. Fold a cliffs visit into an epic 
road trip along the 1,550-mile Wild Atlantic 
Way (wildatlanticway.com). Or ferry to the Aran 
Islands, where the Cliffs of Aran stop hearts 
with their own rugged beauty. A sweater from 
a local woolen mill shop will fend off the chill. 


STUNNING LANDSCAPES 


Posio, Finland 


Riisitunturi, where 
snow-crusted spruces 
take on elfin forms; has 
been called.a paradise 
for winter hikers. 


»» 
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Uluru is the world's 

second-largest monolith 

and'one of the few;sites 

to be double-listed 

by UNESCO for both 

outstanding natural'and 
- cultural values. 


Uluru (formerly called Ayers Rock), the 
1,142-foot monolith that rises starkly from the 
desert in Australia's remote Red Centre, has 
no fossils. Its arkose sandstone mass—molded 
from compacted sediments on the ocean 
floor—formed some 600 
million years ago, at the 
genesis of life on Earth. 
The iconic red rock 
does, however, have ancient 
paintings and carvings by 
the Anangu aboriginal 
people, the traditional 
custodians of Uluru for 
perhaps 20,000 years. The 
Anangu attribute deep 
spiritual significance to the 
Rock but lost official own- 
ership of the land in 1958, 
when the Australian government established 
Ayers Rock-Mount Olga National Park—later 
renamed Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park. But 
the Anangu were again recognized as the right- 
ful owners of the land in 1985 and currently 
manage the park jointly with Parks Australia. 


A journey to Uluru and its nearby sister 
rock, Kata Tjuta, is equal parts geological dis- 
covery and cultural immersion. Visitors can 
observe Anangu people dot-painting, story- 
telling, performing traditional song and dance 
and gathering bush tucker 
(food native to Australia). 
Even the 7-mile Uluru 
Base Walk is laced with 
glimpses into aboriginal 
heritage, as guides share 
creation stories and other 
folklore along the way. 

Out of reverence, the 
Anangu don’t climb the 
Rock and request that 
tourists don't either. But 
Uluru's visual bounty is 
ample at ground level. Bird 
and reptile species flourish, and lucky sightse- 
ers even spot kangaroos and wallabies. Sunset is 
the zenith ofthe experience, when Ulurus rust- 
colored face catches fire. It is this spectacular 
light show that best helps Westerners grasp the 
primal, sacred essence of this crimson giant. 
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pp Learn about 
Uluru's rich 
anthropological 
importance at the 
Cultural Centre. A 
helicopter tour offers 
another perspective 
the bird's-eye view. 
Longitude 131's luxury 
safari tents are the 
closest lodging to 
the Rock, while the 
popular Sounds of 
Silence dinner at 


Ayers Rock Resort 
offers moonlit views 
of Uluru, along with 
local gourmet food 
and a presentation by 
the hotel's "resident 
star talker." 
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STUNNING LANDSCAPES 


Central Vietnam 

Though the enormous Hang Son Doong Cave 
has lurked under the surface of Vietnam's 
Annamite Mountains for 3 million years, it has 
only been on mankind's radar since 1990. A 
local man, the story goes, happened across the 
opening, but couldn't retrace his steps later. The 
cavern would remain in obscurity for another 
two decades, until the same man chanced on 
the entrance again, this time noting the way so 
he could lead a team of researchers back. The 
first expedition took place in 2009, and Hang 
Son Doong (“mountain river cave") officially 
opened to the public in 2013. 

But just because it's open doesn't mean any- 
one can go inside. Visitors must be fit and have 
previous trekking experience, as the journey 
requires multiple days of jungle hiking, rock- 
climbing and river crossings. What's more, only 
one tour operator, Oxalis, is permitted to lead 
commercial expeditions to the cave, hosting a 
mere 500 to 600 clients a year (2017 tickets sold 
out in less than a day). 

Those lucky enough to embark on the trek 
enter the cave by rappelling 250-plus feet through 
clouds of mist. What follows is a staggering sub- 
terranean scene: towering trees, rare limestone 
“pearls,” gargantuan stalagmites and stalactites, 
an underground river and dolines—100-foot- 
wide ceiling holes through which sunlight pours 
like a cascade. The main cavern is more than 
three miles long and stretches up 40 stories high. 

Controversial plans to build a cable car to the 
cave, which could carry 1,000 visitors an hour to 
this delicate site, were thankfully rejected in 2019. 
For now, this incredible gash in the earth remains 
as pristine as it has been since the dawn of man. 
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>> Oxalis’ five- 
night Hang Son 
Doong tours run 
once a week from 
February to August. 
Ten customers 

are allowed 

per departure, 
accompanied by a 
team of 31 guides, 
safety assistants, 
chefs and porters. 
Current rates are 
$3,000 per person, 
including the fee to 
enter Phong Nha-Ke 
Bang National Park. 
Schedules for the 
following year are 
published in August. 
The tour operator 
also offers similar 
excursions to nearby 
cave systems such as 
Tu Lan and Hang Va. 


Hang Son Doong, the 
biggest cave on Earth, 
harbors unique features 
like a 262-foot stalagmite 
and gaping “skylights.” 


SUNRISE-AND- SUNSET 
FACILITATE THE BEST PHOTO > 
OPS ОЕТНЕ RAINBOW 
MOUNTAINS. OF CHINA, NEAR 
THE CITY OF ZHANGYE. 


/ HANGYE 
DANXIA 


Gansu Province, China 

Fittingly nicknamed the Rainbow Mountains 
of China, this colorful formation in the foot- 
hills of the Qilian Mountains stands out for its 
distinct striations of red, orange, yellow, green 
and blue. But is it really as vivid as the photos 
suggest? Yes and no. The dominant color is 
a rich red, owing to iron oxide compounds 
in the sandstone. Warm yellows and browns 
prominently feature as well, thanks to sulfur, 


limonite and goethite deposits. Cooler tones 
emerge to the patient eye, becoming more pro- 
nounced after a rare rain shower. Nevertheless, 
visitors agree this unique natural attraction, 
nestled in a relatively off-the-beaten-track 
northern province, is visually striking and 
worth a side trip. 

Millions of years ago, colliding tectonic 
plates compressed a lake or seabed of sedi- 
mentary sandstone and siltstone, forcing it 
upward. The erosive forces of wind and rain 
continued to sculpt the stone, while rainwa- 
ter runoff deposited additional trace minerals, 
intensifying the colors. Summits now reach 
heights between roughly 5,000 and 8,300 feet. 

Despite bearing a resemblance to the 


Grand Canyon, China's "eye candy" largely 
flew beneath the radar until 2014, when it was 
officially declared Zhangye Danxia Landform 
Geological Park, encompassing 186 square 
miles (not to be confused with the China 
Danxia UNESCO site, in the country's south- 
western subtropical zone). Newly constructed 
walking paths and viewing platforms began to 
attract up to 1,000 visitors a day. 

Today, park buses shuttle tourists between 
the four main observation areas, which almost 
all have considerable stairs to climb (the high- 
est has 666 steps that require about a half- 
hour to ascend). The payoffs are sweeping 
panoramas of one of Mother Nature's most 
dazzling works of art. 
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»» Zhangye Danxia 
shines from June to 
September, when 
slight rainfall boosts 
the colors. There is 
no hiking—to protect 
the delicate striations, 
visitors must stay on 
the authorized paths. 
Nearby, the Great 
Buddha Temple 
houses China's 
largest indoor 
reclining Buddha. 
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SALAR DE 
UYUNI 


Southwest Bolivia 


Everything about Bolivia's vast salt flat, which 
spans 4,500 square miles, is extreme. Extreme 
cold. Extreme isolation. Extreme beauty. 

The salar's elevation—11,995 feet—on the arid 
plateau known as the Altiplano accounts for the 
biting temperatures, which creep up to the 40s 
during the day but plummet to the teens after 
dark. But the harsh climate is a small price to pay 
for the show of otherworldly scenery that waits. 

Once part of Lago Minchin, а lake that cov- 
ered most of southwest Bolivia some 40,000 to 
25,000 years ago, the salt flat remained when 
the water dried up. Most visitors depart from 
the wild-west town of Uyuni in 4x4 vehicles 
that careen haphazardly across the roadless salt 
desert, stopping at points of interest including 
a locomotive graveyard and Colchani, a tiny 
pueblo boasting one of the few plants that pro- 
cess salt from the Salar de Uyuni. 

Tours typically include opportunities 
to explore alien geological features like the 
"island" of Incahuasi, spiked with cactuses as 
tallas 30 feet, and the respectively red and blue- 
green lakes of Laguna Colorada and Laguna 
Verde, which adopt their vivid colors from sedi- 
ments and microorganisms. 

The epitome of the salar experience is 
merely setting foot on the infinite salt plain, 
dissected into a bleached patchwork of polyg- 
onal shapes. Creative travelers play with the 
perspective to compose amusing photos. In the 
winter wet season (November through March), 
a layer of water six to 20 inches deep floods the 
flats, creating a different but equally unique 
photo op of the ground mirroring the sky. No 
matter the time of year, the salar is a place truly 
unlike any other on the planet. 
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pp Tours usually last three days and two nights, 
and tourists overnight in rustic, unheated 
refugios (refuges) made of salt. Intrepid souls 
can add on a guided ascent up 17,457-foot 
Volcán Tunupa, a dormant volcano. Local lore 
maintains that the mountain goddess Yana 
Pollera filled the flats with her milk to separate 
the rival volcano gods Tunupa and Q'osqo, who 
were clashing over paternity of her child. 


- MORE 
tol | STUNNING 
ELY 50 PERCENT OF THE WORLD'S LANDSCAPES 
THIUM, THE ELEMENT USED TO POWER BATTERIES cH E. 


| AND CELLPHONES, LIES UNTAPPED BENEATH THE . ne 
SALAR DE UYUNI, THE WORLD'S LARGEST SALT FLAT. extremely arid епм- 


ronment of northern 
Chile's Atacama 
Desert—officially the 
driest in the world. 


рр Erosion of the 
sandstone by flash 
flooding sculpted the 
elegant contours of 
Page, Arizona's O.6- 
mile Antelope Can- 
yon, the most visited 
and photographed 
slot canyon in the 
American Southwest. 
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oT ом а, >> The Napali Cliffs, 

: | көч on the North Shore of 
Kauai, Hawaii, stretch 
for 17 miles and reach 
4,000 feet at their 
highest point. A boat 
or kayak tour provides 
the best vantage 
point for viewing the 
cliffs’ sheer drop. 
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POWERFUL PARKS 


Conquer these six U.S. national parks, and you'll have only 53 to go 


GLACIER 


Montana 

The Crown ofthe Continent is a playground of 
peaks, lakes, hiking trails and, of course, gla- 
ciers. Twenty-five of the original 150 remain, 
and scientists warn they may be gone by 2030. 
Don't miss Going-to-the-Sun Road, with a 
stop at Logan Pass to stretch your legs on the 
2.8-mile Hidden Lake Overlook Trail. 


YELLOWSTONE 


Wyoming, Idaho and Montana 

Thanks to its location above a geologically 
active supervolcano, Yellowstone boasts the 
greatest concentration of geysers, mudpots, 
steam vents and rainbow-colored hot springs 
on the planet. Headlining acts at the world's 
first national park include Old Faithful, 
Yellowstone Lake and Lower Falls. 


YOSEMITE 

California 

Not only is Yosemite home to the world's tall- 
est granite monolith (El Capitan), but also 
North America's largest waterfall (Yosemite 
Falls). Add to that the park's 3,000-year-old 
giant sequoia trees, and it's easy to see why 
this 1,100-square-mile wilderness is Eden for 
nature lovers. 


GRAND CANYON 


Arizona 

The power of nature and the immensity of 
time on display at the Grand Canyon both 
humble and thrill the park's 5 million annual 
visitors. Heart-stopping overlooks abound on 
the South Rim, but don't miss the descent into 
the mile-deep gorge for adventures on foot, by 
mule or in a whitewater raft. 


DENALI 

Alaska 

Travel to this remote park, which celebrated its 
100th birthday in 2017, and mark two major 
items off your list: North America's highest sum- 
mit: 20,310-foot Denali; and Alaska's “big five": 
moose, Dall sheep, caribou, wolves and griz- 
zlies. See it all from the comfort ofa bus tour, or 
explore 35.5 miles of official hiking trails. 


ACADIA 

Maine 

Don't plan to sleep in at the first national park 
east of the Mississippi—from October through 
March, Acadia’s 1,532-foot Cadillac Mountain 
is the first spot in the United States to greet 
the sunrise. 


Above: The Grand 
Canyon’s Blacktail Canyon 
is so remote, hikers often 
have it to themselves. 
Left: Old Faithful has 
erupted more than 

a million times since 
Yellowstone became a 
national park in 1872. 
Opposite, clockwise from 
top left: The Bass Harbor 
Lighthouse in Acadia 
dates to 1858; Yosemite’s 
Taft Point Trail leads to 

a 1,000-foot drop-off; 
Glacier’s crystal-clear 
Iceberg Lake; grizzlies are 
one of Denali’s “big five.” 
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Ко Тари (Nail Island) 
juts ир from the water 
of Phang Nga Bay in 
southern Thailand: 
The unique spot was 
immortalized in the 
James Bond movie. 
The Man With the 
Golden Gun. 


/ 


с | Emerald bays;-unlikely lagóons, rousing rivers, 
- bottomless inlets cut byglaciers—these top bodies 
e 2 Of water give new meaning to. "wet and wild” 


WATERY WONDERS 


If Phang Nga Bay, studded with scores of lime- 
stone karst formations, seems like something 
out of a movie set, that's because it is—scenes 
from the 007 flicks The Man With the Golden 
Gun (1974) and Tomorrow Never Dies (1997), 
were filmed on the bay's Ko Phing Kan island. 

But tourist-mobbed "James Bond Island" 
isn't the only worthy sight in this 155-square- 
mile corner of the Andaman Sea. From hongs 
(collapsed cave systems open to the sky) to a 
"floating" village, the bay's highlights are a 
popular draw for tourists staying in the resort 
areas of Phuket, Krabi and Khao Lak. 

The mostly uninhabited limestone islands 
scattered across the emerald water were once 
part of an immense coral reef that swathed what 
is now Southeast Asia. For thousands of years, 
tectonic movement and other geological forces 
ruptured the limestone and thrust it upward 
into sheer cliffs, now streaked with mineral 
oxides and cloaked in mature trees. After Bond 
helped put the scenic bay on the world map, 
Ao Phang Nga National Park was established in 
1981, protecting 25,000 acres of rocky outcrops, 
marine habitat and mangrove forests. 

Today’s visitors arrive by the boatload to 
explore beaches, caves and standout spots like 
Ko Thalu, where a narrow opening, only acces- 
sible during low tide, admits intrepid kayakers 
into a tranquil hong with 200-foot vertical walls. 
Many tours conclude with lunch and souvenir 
shopping on Ko Panyi, home to about 360 Thai 
Muslim families dwelling in a patchwork fishing 
village built on stilts. Taken together, it’s a full 
day of diverse adventures that may well inspire 
travelers to compose their own movie script. 
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PHANG NGA BAY - 
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рр When choosing 

a tour, keep in mind 
that a traditional 

is slower than a 
speedboat but offers 
a more authentic 
experience—and 
better photo 
opportunities. Kayaks 
give sightseers 

a closer look at 
mangroves and 
hongs, but a local 
guide steers each 
one, and tourists ride 
as passengers. For 
calm seas and less 
rain, December t 
April is the optimal 
time to go. 


Thai longtail boats are built 
by hand with hardwoods. 
The prows of most are 
colorfully decorated in 
honor of Mae Ya Nang, the 
guardian goddess of boats. 


"ТОАРЕР WITH SILICA" 
MUD, BLUE-GREEN 
ALGAE AND MINERAL 
SALTS, THE GEOTHERMAL m 
SEAWATER IN THE BLUE 
LAGOON NOT ONLY 
CONDITIONS AND 
EXFOLIATES THE SKIN, BUT 
CAN. ALSO BE EFFECTIVE ІМ 
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BLUE LAGOON 
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Reykjanes Peninsula, Iceland 


жж» The steamy, milky-turquoise Blue Lagoon, 
Iceland's most visited attraction, is beautiful, 
restorative and convenient to both the capital 
city of Reykjavik and the country's interna- 
tional airport. It's not, however, a naturally 
occurring phenomenon. 

In 1974, Svartsengi geothermal plant 
opened on an 800-year-old lava field and 
began pumping superheated, mineral-laden 
water up from 6,500 feet below ground to 
power nearby communities. Soon after, people 
began soaking in the warm reservoir of the 
plant's outflow, and the first public bathing 
facilities opened at the site in 1987. Tourism 
began to flourish 12 years later with the debut 
of the Blue Lagoon Spa at its present location. 

More than 1.3 million people visited the 
Blue Lagoon in 2017 (compare that to the coun- 
try's entire population of just over 370,000) to 
bathe in the balmy water, which averages three 
feet deep and 101 degrees warm. Todays facili- 
ties include changing rooms, a restaurant, a 
sauna, a steam bath and a manmade water- 
fall, as well as a Silica Mud Bar, swim-up bar 
and cove for in-water spa treatments. In 2016, 
the spa expanded the lagoon by 50 percent— 
it's now more than 28,000 square feet with a 
volume of 2 million-plus gallons that refresh 
every two days. 

The surrounding Reykjanes Peninsula was 
named a UNESCO Global Geopark in 2015. 
Notable for extending across the Mid-Atlantic 
Ridge—the tectonic borderline where the North 
American and Eurasian plates meet—the pen- 
insula is a moonscape of craters, steam vents, 
mud pools, hot springs and lava flows blanketed 
with moss. Here in this otherworldly realm, the 
power of nature joins forces with mankind's 
ingenuity to create an oasis of discovery, plea- 
sure and unmatched relaxation. 
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»» Prebooking tickets is a must. The premium 
package is the most popular and includes mud 
and algae masks, a drink of your choice, and 
use of a bathrobe, towel and slippers, plus a 
reservation and glass of sparkling wine at Lava 
restaurant. For the utmost pampering, stay at 
the Moss Hotel that opened in 2017. It features 
62 rooms, some with direct lagoon access. 
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WHEN THE SUN IS SHINING, VISITORS 
CAN VIEW THE MIRROR IMAGE OF THE 
MOUNTAINS ON BOTH SIDES ON 
THE LI RIVER'S SMOOTH SURFACE. 


LI RIVER 


Guilin, China 


China’s Li River, which flows south for 270 miles 
alongside fishing villages, terraced rice paddies, 
waterfalls, bamboo stands and, most famously, 
soaring knobs of time-worn limestone, has 
been called the River of Poems and Paintings. 
The nickname isn’t just figurative—the water- 
way passes Apple Hill, one of the most-painted 
tableaus in Chinese art, and inspired Han Yu, a 
Tang dynasty poet, to pen the famous line: “The 
river winds like a green silk ribbon, while the 
hills are like jade hairpins.” 

The river twists its way through Guangxi 
Province in southern China, beginning in 
Mao’er Shan and concluding at Wuzhou, 
where it meets the Xi River. Its most scenic 
stretch, however, is the four-hour float from 
Guilin to Yangshuo, where the jutting lime- 
stone karst formations most dramatically 
fringe the banks. 

These “gumdrop mountains” took shape 
when the collision of India and Asia thrust 
the area’s hard, compact Devonian limestone 
upward. Rainwater during the wet monsoon 
season seeped into the rock, slowly eating it away 
and leaving behind the bevy of curious forms. 
Each has its own name and story—Nine Horse 
Hill, Cloud-Catching Pavilion, Bright Moon 
Peak, Five Tigers Catch a Goat. Some 20,000 of 
these hills dot the Yangshuo area alone. 

Thanks to its outstanding beauty, the Li 
River became one of the first sites in China 
to open to tourism. Most of today’s visitors 
book half-day cruises that carry them 50 miles 
downriver past bamboo rafts, grazing water 
buffalo, farmers in conical rice hats and tra- 
ditional cormorant fisherman who bring in 
their catch using trained birds, a practice that’s 
been alive for a thousand years. The scene is 
the China of dreams, hardly changed despite 
centuries of succeeding generations. 
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»» The scenery is the most verdant—and the 
river is the deepest—from May to September. 
Plan to relax for a couple of days in Guilin, hailed 
for a millennia as China’s most beautiful city. 
Stay at the luxury Alila Yangshuo, which opened 
in 2017 in a refurbished sugar mill. The hotel 
features a farm-to-table restaurant, a Balinese- 
inspired spa, and 117 rooms, suites and villas. 
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Nestled between the 
Amazon Basin and 40 
miles of Atlantic beach, 
Lencóis Maranhenses 
(“linens of Maranhão” in 
Portuguese) is the largest 
dune field in Brazil. 


With its white, windblown dunes and very little 
vegetation, Lençóis Maranhenses looks like a 
desert. However, because of the roughly 78 
inches of annual rainfall it receives, this bizarre 
and beautiful sandscape doesn't pass the desert 
test (fewer than 10 inches). 
The rain elevates the scene 
to world-wonder status: 
From January to June, the 
wet-season deluge forms 
thousands of freshwater 
lagoons the same tur- 
quoise shade as the Carib- 
bean Sea. With depths 
reaching 10 feet and temps 
of up to 87 degrees, they 
beg for a swim. 

Visitors, who are deliv- 
ered to the dunes on 4x4 
vehicles (there are no roads), can do just that. 
Lençóis Maranhenses National Park was estab- 
lished in 1981 to protect this unique ecosystem, 
and a burgeoning tourism industry resulted. 
Still, the site remains so little known that only 
60,000 travelers make the journey each year. 
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The intriguing spectacle forms and re-forms 
annually as the area's rivers deposit sand on the 
Atlantic coast and then strong winds blow it 
back inland, sometimes as far as 30 miles. As 
the lagoons fill with rainwater, shrubby veg- 
etation grows and invites 
new life, from crabs and 
migratory birds to turtles 
and lizards. Small, silvery 
fish even flit through the 
water as rivers connect the 
lagoons. During the dry 
season, the lakes recede 
and disappear, and winds 
again sculpt the sand into 
new sleek shapes. 

Fewer than 100 people 
call this remote region 
home. Dwelling in shelters 
made of mud and palm leaves, they alternate 
their livelihood much like the dunes, fishing 
in the wet season and farming in the dry. Hap- 
pily, they're eager to share their inviting lagoons 
with wayfarers who have traveled far to see this 
strange mock-desert peppered with pools. 


LENÇÓIS MARANHENSES „л 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 


>> The small town 

of Barreirinhas is 

the gateway to the 
lagoons. Most visitors 
opt for guided day 
tours to attractions 
like Azul and Bonita 
lakes, the largest 

in the park. Some 
operators provide 
sandboards or 
opportunities to 

visit with the local 
villagers. Get more 
extreme with an 
aerial tour, trekking 
or kiteboarding. 
July, August and 
September are the 
optimal months to go, 
with full lakes but less 
wind and rain. 
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From top to bottom, 
Pamukkale is more than 
600 feet tall. Its step-like 
terraces vary in height from 
three feet to almost 20. 


PAMUKKALE TERRACES Denit proome eto 


Literally translated “Cotton Castle” in Turk- 
ish, the Pamukkale Travertine Terraces look 
like something out of Candy Land. Despite 
its appearance, this natural wonder isn’t ice— 
or cotton candy, for that matter—but it is as 
fantastical as the territo- 
ries in the board game. 
The anomaly took shape 
over thousands of years, 
as 17 known hot springs 
pumped calcite-rich water 
down a hillside, forming 
a succession of petrified 
waterfalls, stalactites and 
tiered terraces, many filled 
with aquamarine pools. 
Adding to the intrigue, 
in 190 B.C., Pergamum’s 
King Eumenes II founded 
the Hellenistic health-spa town of Hierapolis at 
the summit of the terraces. Annexed by Rome 
in 133 B.C., the town began to thrive as a center 
for healing, textile production and, later, Chris- 
tian activity. Hierapolis celebrated its prime in 
the second and third centuries A.D. but had 


all but been abandoned by 1300 A.D. Today, 
the ruins of Roman baths, temples, a theater, a 
monumental arch, a nymphaeum fountain and 
a necropolis (cemetery) remain. 

Two thousand years of tourism took their 
toll on the landscape, but 
concentrated protections 
began in 1988, when Hier- 
apolis-Pamukkale was des- 
ignated a UNESCO World 
Heritage site. Hotels at 
the site were demolished, 
a road closed and visitors 
were denied access to the 
naturally occurring pools. 

Now, tourists come in 
through two entrances, one 
at the top of the terraces 
and one at the foot, and 
can soak in manmade mineral pools that mir- 
ror the real thing. Swimming is also permitted 
in Hierapolis' hot spring-fed Sacred Pool, whose 
floor is strewn with relics of ancient Roman 
columns. Whether seekers find healing or just 
amusement, the experience is one for the ages. 
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»» Bring a towel (you 
can purchase a Turk- 
ish one from a gift 
shop in Hierapolis) and 
stow your shoes: To 
protect the delicate 
environment, footwear 
is not permitted within 
Pamukkale. The man- 
made pools can reach 
temperatures of 95 
degrees and are full 
year-round. However, 
the natural pools are 
sometimes empty, as 
the park manages the 
water flow—small, con- 
trolled releases take 
place on different days 
to maintain the white 
mineral deposits. 
Regrettably, no 
schedule is posted. 
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Coastal No rway 


Fjords (long, deep inlets between high cliffs) 
are found all over the world, from Chile and 
New Zealand to Canada and Alaska. But it 
is Norway's fjords—specifically Neroyfjord 
and Geirangerfjord—that wrote the book. 
So archetypal were these two southwesterly 
fjords, in fact, that UNESCO listed them 
together as a World Heritage site in 2005. 
More than 1,000 fjords—formed when sea- 
water poured into the U-shaped valleys left 
behind by retreating ice-age glaciers—dot Nor- 7 АТЫН 
way’s Atlantic coast. Of these, the country’s 200 74 И SÑ Ec 
West Norwegian Fjords get the most attention, E МУ, 4 
thanks to their breathtaking mix of high and 
steep cliffs, rushing rivers and tumbling water- 
falls fed by melting glaciers high above. 
Popular tours transport visitors between the 
cities of Oslo and Bergen, combining cruises 
past the fjords’ crystalline rock walls, verdant 
valleys and quiet villages with a ride on the 
Flàm Railway, one of the steepest standard- 
gauge tracks in the world. Not surprisingly, 
Neroyfjord and Geirangerfjord headline many 
of these trips; set 75 miles apart, their near-ver- 
tical mountains rise 4,593 feet from the Norwe- 
gian Sea and continue 1,640 feet below sea level. 
Daily life in Fjord Norway’s small villages 
hasn't changed much in 30 years, despite the 
ever-increasing number of tourists drawn by 
affordable new flight options and the chance to 
walk in the footsteps of Frozen’s Anna and Elsa. 
Locals maintain long-held traditions and con- 
tinue to live off the land, growing fruit, rear- 
ing sheep and making cheese. As travelers sail 
past, they can only begin to appreciate the stark 
beauty that has presided over this windswept 
coast for thousands of years. 
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>> Fjord Tours arranges customized 
“Geirangerfjord & Norway in a Nutshell” 
itineraries that incorporate Geirangerfjord, 
Nzergyfjord and the Flam Railway, as well as the 
Kjosfossen waterfall. Build in a night at Flam’s 
historic Fretheim Hotel, overlooking Sognefjord. 
Trips require at least four days and start in 
Oslo, Voss, Flám or Bergen. In the last, go for a 
stroll along the Hanseatic-era Bryggen Wharf. 
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»» Winding through 
eight South American 
countries, the Amazon 
River is the second 
longest in the world. 
Visitors can be on 
the lookout for one- 
third of the planet's 
animal species. 


a 


>> At The Baths on 
the Caribbean island 
of Virgin Gorda, 
granite boulders— 
some 40 feet wide— 
form hidden pools just 
off the powdery shore. 
Beachgoers can follow 
atrail through the 
rocks to Devil's Bay. 


»» Ihe Puerto 
Princesa Subter- 
ranean River in the 
Philippines flows 

past stalagmites and 
stalactites, under- 
ground waterfalls 

and squeaking bat 
colonies. Canoe trips 
inside last 45 minutes. 
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ЕРІС WATERFALLS 


Few encounters with nature rival beholding а roaring cascade 


IGUAZU 


Argentina @ Brazil 

Iguazu means “Бір water" in native Guarani 
Indian language, and the moniker suits—com- 
posed of 275 waterfalls, the spectacle extends 
more than 1.5 miles and drenches its 1.6 mil- 
lion annual visitors. Get up close and personal 
in the lush rainforest of Iguazu National Park, 
created in 1934. 


PAILÓN DEL DIABLO 


Banos de Agua Santa, Ecuador 

Known as the Devil's Cauldron, the 262-foot 
falls is one of the tallest in Ecuador. This, a 
still-smoking volcano, green jungle spilling 
down sheer cliffs and quick access to the Ama- 
zon basin have secured Ваћоз de Agua Santa 
as one of South America's most picturesque 
playgrounds for active travelers. 


VICTORIA 


Zimbabwe & Zambia 

Visible from 12 miles away, the mists billowing 
from this 1.25 mile-wide cascade аге so pow- 
erful, they support an entire ecosystem on the 
facing cliff. Also known as Mosi-oa-Tunya (“the 
smoke that thunders"), the falls draw thrill- 
seekers who can swim in pools on the brink. 


МАСАКА 


New York & Canada 

Despite its size (only 167 feet tall), Niagara 
is arguably the world's most famous water- 
fall, welcoming 13 million annual tourists to 
its three cascades: American, Horseshoe and 
Bridal Veil. At the last, wooden boardwalks— 
removed and rebuilt each year— bring sightse- 
ers to within just a few feet of the gushing water. 


Left: “бо о55" means 
Golden Waterfall. 

Below: Catwalks and 
observation platforms 
provide stunning views of 
Iguazu Falls. 

Opposite, clockwise 

from top left: The Devil's 
Cauldron is just one 

of countless falls at 
Bafios de Agua Santa; to 
protect Plitvice's delicate 
limestone environment, no 
swimming is allowed in the 
pristine lakes; Niagara's 
Maid of the Mist has been 
carrying sightseers to the 
base of Horseshoe Falls 
since 1846; visitors can 
tour—and even bungee- 
jump from—the historic 
Victoria Falls Bridge. 


GULLFOSS 


Iceland 

Located along the popular Golden Circle 
road-trip route, Gullfoss' two-tiered cascade 
changes with the seasons: In winter, the water- 
fall freezes over into rolling waves of glossy 
ice, while thousands of rainbows paint clouds 
of spray in the summer sunlight. 


PLITVICE 


Croatia 

The fairy-tale beauty of Plitvice's 16 terraced 
lakes connected by waterfalls earned it a 
UNESCO World Heritage designation in 1979. 
Admirers are required to remain on the 11 miles 
of rustic wooden walkways that twist over the 
rushing water and around the perimeter. 
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Mankind's search for transcendence shines at 
these mountaintop sanctuaries, ceremonial 

platforms, mystical statues and intricate temples 


Е "b * a ` = " ~ 
ME The Inca city of Machu Picchu, 
TS Жы. | -— elevation 7,710 feet, blends 
ЖЕЛ. naturally into its setting of 
\ "”-. Ë rain-forested mountains. 
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MACHU PICCHU 


Cuzco, Peru 


Local lore suggests the Andean mountain of 
Machu Picchu (*Old Peak" in the Quechua lan- 
guage) was considered sacred long before the 
Incas built the famous citadel on its slopes in the 
early 1400s. Imperceptible from below, the ruins 
are nestled in the shadow of Huayna Picchu 
(“New Peak”), where crumbling temples attest 
to the summit's spiritual significance. Accord- 
ing to legend, the high priest, who lived on the 
mountaintop, would descend to Machu Picchu 
each morning to herald the sunrise. 

Dawn is still a celebrated time at this histori- 
cal sanctuary, though modern crowds—recently 
capped at 3,500 per day— sharply contrast the 
1,000 or so residents who inhabited the grounds 
during its prime. Many scholars surmise Machu 
Picchu was a secret ceremonial city for Inca roy- 
alty. After only 100 years, the five-square-mile 
complex was abandoned, perhaps due to the 
Spanish conquest of Cuzco, 50 miles away. 

American archaeologist Hiram Bingham 
happened across the site in 1911, falsely claim- 
ing it was Vilcabamba, the “lost city of the Incas" 
for which he had been searching. His “discovery” 
put Machu Picchu on the map, and UNESCO 
awarded it World Heritage status in 1983. 

In 2019, 1.5 million people made the jour- 
ney to explore Machu Picchu's matrix of terraced 
fields, 150 buildings and 3,000 cut-granite steps. 
Whether arriving by train and bus or a multi- 
day trek, travelers can observe structures like the 
Sacred Rock, the Temple of the Three Windows 
and the Intihuatana Stone (a ceremonial sun- 
dial). These relics, still intact after centuries of 
neglect, are small windows into the intriguing 
spirit world of the vanished Inca Empire. 
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>> Two budget rail 
companies, Inca 

Rail and Peru Rail, 
offer train service 

to Aguas Calientes, 
the closest town to 
Machu Picchu. There 
is also the Belmond 
Hiram Bingham 
luxury train. Hard- 
core adventurers who 
opt to arrive via the 
four-day Inca Trail 
hike must book with a 
permitted tour group. 
(Note: The trail is 
closed every February 
for maintenance.) 

All tickets and tours 
should be purchased 
well in advance. It’s 
wise to acclimate 

to the altitude in 
Aguas Calientes 
before continuing up 
to Machu Picchu or 
spending time 

in Cuzco. 


Friendly llamas and 
natives in traditional 
Quechua clothing add 
color to the landscape 
surrounding Machu 
Picchu, South America’s 
most-visited attraction. 


| РОКА BESAKIH 


Bali, Indonisia 


Standing 3,000 feet high on the western slope 
of Mount Agung, an active volcano, Pura 
Besakih temple has weathered centuries of 
earthquakes and eruptions—most recently in 
1963, when flowing lava narrowly bypassed 
the shrine. Devotees took it as a divine sign: 
The gods wanted to display their might while 
sparing the sacred complex. 

The highest peak on the island, 10,308-foot 
Mount Agung has been revered as the dwell- 
ing place of the gods since ancient times. It's 
said that a Javanese monk originally built the 
temple here in the eighth century, and it was 
christened Basuki in honor of the dragon deity 
Besukian, believed to inhabit the volcano. The 
name ultimately morphed into Besakih, and 
the shrine became the island's central temple 
of Hinduism in the 15th century. 

Today, the complex comprises 23 separate 
sanctuaries associated with varying clans 
and castes, including the primary temples 
dedicated to Shiva, Brahma and Vishnu. Some 
are open to visitors, who approach up steps, 
through gates and into the main courtyard, 
where Trinity shrines are draped in fabric and 
flower offerings. Many travelers are treated 
to festive displays of ceremonial devotion, as 
more than 70 religious celebrations and holi- 
day processions attract thousands of pilgrims 
to the site year-round. 

In recent times, tourists complain of the 
temple being overrun with aggressive scam- 
mers. The practice sadly opposes the idea that 
Pura Besakih embodies “Tri Hita Karana,” 
the Balinese philosophy that life must be kept 
in balance with God, society and nature. As 
political and law enforcement officials work to 
address the problem, the temple may once again 
nurture both local and foreign visitors as the 
Revered Mother Temple of Hindu Bali. 
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»» Pura Besakih is a two-hour drive from the 
popular beach-resort area of Seminyak. A tour 
guide is not required to enter the temple, but 
hiring one may help fend off touts. Registered 
guides have certificates of authenticity and will 
not hound tourists for money. Visitors should 
cover their shoulders and legs; wearing a 
sarong and sash is also mandatory. 
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ANGKOR WAT 


In a narrow tower near the west entrance of 
Angkor Wat, locals still make offerings to an 
eight-armed statue of the Hindu god Vishnu, 
ruler of the ancestor spirits. Тһе 16-foot-tall 
figure is dwarfed by its surroundings—at 500 
acres, Angkor Wat is the largest religious struc- 
ture in the world, and its five lotus-bud towers, 
which represent mythical Mount Meru, reach 
almost 700 feet high. Still, the sacred statue poi- 
gnantly illustrates the temple's spiritual signifi- 
cance and continuous use since its completion 
in the first half of the 12th century. 

Built over the course of 37 years by King 
Suryavarman II, Angkor Wat was the apex of 
Angkor, the urban center of the civilized Khmer 
kingdom. Inscriptions reveal that the temple's 
intricate construction required 6,000 elephants 
and 300,000 workers, who quarried its sand- 
stone slabs from the holy mountain of Phnom 
Kulen, more than 30 miles away, and trans- 
ported them with rafts on the Siem Reap River. 

In its heyday, ritual dances were performed 
on the temple terrace, priests meditated in cov- 
ered galleries and worshippers encountered 
symbolism at every turn—a serpent bridging 
mankind and the heavens, steep stairs ascend- 
ing to the kingdom of the gods. 

A military invasion and overpopulation 
eventually brought about the fall of the Khmer 
Empire, but Angkor Wat stands the test of 
time. Modern visitors walking up the causeway, 
through the courtyards and on to the last tower 
are symbolically journeying back in time to the 
creation of the cosmos. And carvings— bas- 
reliefs depicting religious texts; 3,000 celestial 
nymphs dancing on the walls—still inspire awe. 
The extraordinary complex draws more than a 
million admirers every year, but navigating the 
crowds is a worthy sacrifice for beholding such 
a revered and elaborate monument. 
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Angkor Wat is one of many Khmer temples 


| = Perhaps the most 
that occupy the 154-square-mile photographed temple 


. You'll need three to five inthe Angkor complex, 
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days to explore monasteries like ДІ movie Lara 


where silk-cotton and strangler-fig roots crawl Croft: Tomb Raider. 
photogenically over the ruins. Temple visitors ,; Builtinthe 12th and 
13th centuries, Њопсе, 
are asked to dress modestly, with upper arms Boasted'a Та рај ® 
covered and shorts extending to the knees. 7 12,640 people = r 2% 
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when the leaves е 
change color and 
the evening light 
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YOMIZU-DERA TEMPLE мо 


The Kiyomizu-dera Temple, perched midway 
up Mount Otowa, is almost synonymous with 
its Kiyomizu Stage, which juts from the Main 
Hall over a cliff. During the Edo period (1603- 
1867), pilgrims believed if they leaped from the 
platform and lived through 
the four-story fall, their 
prayer would be answered. 
Though jumping is now 
forbidden, the stage still 
attracts devotees, soul- 
searchers and, of course, 
tourists eager to relish the 
panorama of Kyoto and the 
Higashiyama Mountains. 
First built in the eighth 
century A.D. and rebuilt 
after numerous fires, 
most recently in 1633, the 
Main Hall and its stage are just one of 30 halls, 
shrines, gates, pagodas and other important 
Buddhist buildings scattered across the 10-acre 
grounds. Their origin story tells of an ascetic 
monk who was directed in a dream to find 
a crystal spring. His quest led him to Otowa 


Waterfall, where a warrior, inspired by the 
monk’s teachings, built a temple dedicated to 
Kannon, the goddess of mercy. He called this 
holy place Kiyomizu, meaning "pure water." 

Kannons likeness, with 11 heads апа 1,000 

ы. arms, is now enshrined in 
š the Main Hall's innermost 
sanctuary (nainaijin). Gen- 
erally closed to the public, 
on special tours and occa- 
sions visitors can enter and 
offer their prayers. Travel- 
ers can also drink from 
the mineral-rich waterfall, 
which diverts into three 
streams said to grant 
health, academic success 
and luck in love. 

The stage is still used for 
traditional performances honoring Kannon, and 
the phrase “jump off the stage of Kiyomizu" has 
become a popular Japanese saying that means 
“take the plunge.” Perhaps a journey to this cul- 
tural and religious icon will lead its 4.5 million 
annual visitors to make their next bold move. 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 


pp The cultural 
center of Japan and 
its imperial capital 

for more than a 
thousand years, 
Kyoto is a bonanza of 
teahouses, geishas, 
Japanese gardens 


and wooden temples. 


Kiyomizu-dera, the 
most visited, enjoys 

a festive ambience. 
However, the site is 
undergoing extensive 
repair work, and 
much of the Main Hall 
is currently covered 
in scaffolding. 
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СНІСНЕМ- ITZÁ 


uc A, Мех1со 
The a Си ine of Chichén- Itzá was 
established near freshwater-filled sinkholes 
called cenotes, which supplied water to the 
settlement—and served as a locus for human 
sacrifice. Believing Chaac, the Maya rain god, 
dwelled in the depths of these cavities, the pre- 
Columbian Maya dropped in offerings such as 
gold, jade, pottery and shells. Eerily, archeolo- 
gists have even retrieved human bones. 

Though this area was a place of pilgrim- 
age during the first millennium B.C., the 
Maya-Toltec city of Chichén-Itzá wasn't first 
developed until sometime in the fifth century 
A.D. Considered sacred, its temples and other 
structures are marked by chacmools (sculptures 
holding sacrificial basins), tzompantli (skull 
walls) and ceremonial incense burners. 

The Mesoamerican urban center flourished 
between 750 and 1200, but was abandoned in 
the 15th century. Even so, a number of monu- 
ments, including El Caracol observatory and 
the Grand Ball Court, still stand on the six- 
square-mile site. Most iconic is the 90-foot-tall 
Temple of Kukulkán, the Feathered Serpent 
God. Its cryptic design manifests the Maya 
calendar, and its orientation delineates the 
solstices and equinoxes (on the latter, a snake- 
shaped shadow appears on the steps). Sober- 
ingly, the pyramid almost certainly hosted 
human sacrifices on its uppermost terrace. 

Excavated in 1841, Chichén-Itza is now 
the second-most-visited archeological site in 
Mexico, after Teotihuacan. Its monumental 
architecture, cosmic symbolism, historic signif- 
icance and, yes, grisly rituals, readily captivate 
travelers who roam these hallowed grounds. 
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>> Just two hours by 
road from Cancun, 
Chichén-Itzá is a 
popular day-trip for 
vacationers in the 
Riviera Maya. Renting 
a car allows you to 
arrive early, before 
large tour groups 
descend on the 

site, and stay late 

for the nightly light 
and-sound show, à 
45-minute spectacle 
featuring projections 
on the pyramid's 
facade (apply for 
tickets at nochesde 
kukulkan.com). No 
climbing is allowed 


on the structures. 
Combine a visit to the 
site with a swim in a 
cenote such as Ik Kil. 
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Called El Castillo (the 
Castle) by the Spaniards, 
Chichén-Itzá's Temple 
of Kukulkán was erected 
on the foundations of 
earlier temples. 
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SAGRADA 
FAMILIA 


The city of Barcelona resembles a Dr. Seuss 
book thanks to one modernist Catalan archi- 
tect: Antoni Gaudí. Of the landmarks he 
designed here (seven of which are grouped as 
the Works of Antoni Gaudí UNESCO site), the 


| crown jewel is the Sagrada Familia, a Catholic 
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church that has been under construction for 
more than 135 years. 

А year after the foundation was laid in 1882, 
Gaudi took the helm of the project and devoted 
the rest of his life to the masterpiece. Before his 
death in 1926, he was only able to complete the 
church’s crypt and a majority of the Nativity 
facade—a mere fraction of the overall project. 
Knowing the church would not be finished in 
his lifetime, Gaudi created numerous drawings 
and models so his vision could be carried out. 

Poor funding significantly hindered con- 
struction until the late 20th century. But 


thanks to an influx of tourism, entry fees have 
bankrolled the basilica’s progress. 

While the intricate carvings on the build- 
ing’s exterior are impressive, the central nave 
is the church’s shining star. The vaults rise 150 
feet, with stone pillars designed to look like trees 
and branches stretching to the dream-like ceiling. 

Currently, the projected completion date is 
2026, which marks the centennial of Gaudí's 
death. But visitors shouldn’t wait to plan a 
visit—after all, the price of admission will 
ensure this labor of love is preserved for gen- 
erations to come. 
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> Purchase e 
5 online for 
basic admission, a 
self-guided audio tour 
or a guided tour. After, 
grab a cocktail on the 
Attic Terrace at A 
Пап, which 
offers 360-degree 
views of the church 
and the city. 
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A LONE MOAI STANDS AT THE ENTRANCE 
TO THE AHU TONGARIKI COMPLEX ON 
EASTER ISLAND. FEWER THAN ONE-THIRD 

OF CARVED MOALMADEJT TO THEIR 
INTENDED CEREMONIAL SITES. 


MOAI 


Oh, the stories the moai would tell if they 
could break their silence. Easter Island’s giant 
stone statues, at once stoic and seductive, have 
long held the spirits and secrets of the ancient 
Rapa Nui people, who settled the island around 
800 A.D. Each moai—whether tall and upright, 
forever fallen or standing soldier-like—peers 
out from the past with purpose. 

Polynesian settlers navigated by the stars 
to a Pacific speck they eponymously named 
Rapa Nui. Sitting 2,250 miles northwest of 
Chile, Rapa Nui—renamed Easter Island after 
European arrival in 1722—is the world’s most 
remote inhabited island. 
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How апа why the the nearly 900 rock 
stars, averaging 13 feet tall and 14 tons each, 
were built remains an enigma. Theories 
maintain the moai were created to honor 
ancestors and chiefs by embodying the spirits 
of these deified figures. The Rapa Nui likely 
used basalt-stone picks to carve the moai 
from porous rock, then transported and 
erected the monoliths with log rollers and 
rope made from tree fibers. Native islanders, 
though, believe the moai, steered by mana, or 
magic, walked themselves across the island. 

Today, the statues’ 100,000 annual visi- 
tors stand in awe at the Rano Raraku quarry, 
a moai graveyard of sorts. Here, the stone- 
faced giants exist in various states, many 
broken, half-carved, buried up to their chins, 
all revealing an abrupt halt to their creation. 


The Rapa Nui's demise is as much of 
a mystery as the moai they built. Claims 
point to an environmental disaster of the 
people's own making, to notions of civil 
warfare or an invasion of Polynesian rats. 
One thing is for certain: The Rapa Nui were 
innovative, spiritual architects of their own 
lives on Earth and beyond, their eyes fixed 
always on the stars. 


TRAVEL INTEL 


»» Easter Island is a 5.5-hour flight from 
Santiago, Chile, or Papeete, Tahiti, so plan to 
stay at least a week. Book a tour instead of 
traveling independently to save money and 
avoid rogue taxis. Locals will be impressed 
(and appreciative) if you refer to the 
destination as | a Nui, not Easter Island. 


MORE 
SACRED 
SITES 

pp Built a century 
before Angkor Wat, 
Cambodia's Preah 
Vihear was designed 
to symbolize Mount 
Meru, the mountain 
on which Hindu 
deities are believed 
to dwell. 


>> Opened іп 2008 
in Abu Dhabi, UAE, 


M olds 
40,000 worshippers. 
Visitors are welcome 
daily to marvel at the 
structure's 82 white 
domes and 24K gold- 
gilded chandeliers. 


поааоваве А i A 


>> When officials in 
Malaysia unveiled 
the 140-foot statue of 
Murugan, the Hindu 
god of victory, at the 
entrance to the Batu 
Caves temples in 
2006, it became the 
tallest statue of the 
deity in the world. 


НОГУ GROUND 


These Christian churches captivate believers and skeptics alike 


m S 


BOROBUDUR TEMPLE 
COMPOUNDS 


Java, Indonesia 

With its 72 bell-shaped stupas and 504 Buddha 
statues, this UNESCO site is the world’s largest 
Buddhist monument. The 95-foot step pyra- 
mid—built in the eighth and ninth centuries 
from two million stones fitted together without 
mortar—begs to be climbed. From the top, gaze 
out at the surrounding Menoreh mountains. 


HALLGRIMSKIRKJA 

Reykjavik, Iceland 

Built between 1945 and 1986, this Lutheran 
church takes its design inspiration from 
flowing lava. A turn through the interior 
reveals a 25-ton pipe organ, while an elevator 
ride to the top of the building’s 245-foot tower 
affords a panorama of Iceland’s capital city. 


CHURCH OF ST. GEORGE 


Lalibela, Ethiopia 

Listed as a UNESCO World Heritage site 
in 1978, these eleven 13th-century Ethio- 
pian Orthodox churches weren't built, they 
were excavated. Hewn from granite mono- 
liths, their roofs are flush with the ground. 
St. George, cut 40 feet down, stands out thanks 
to its shape—a Greek cross. 


LAS LAJAS SANCTUARY 
Narino, Colombia 

Las Lajas hovers over the Guáitara River 
canyon from its 328-foot perch. After an image 
of the Virgin Mary reportedly appeared at the 
site, a chapel was established in the 17006, fol- 
lowed by the current neo-Gothic structure, 
built from 1916 to 1949. 


МЕТЕОКА 

Thessaly, Greece 

Between the 14th and 16th centuries, 24 “mon- 
asteries in the sky" were established atop sheer 
sandstone monoliths. A UNESCO site since 
1988, six structures remain, housing around 
60 Greek Orthodox monks and nuns. Tourists 
enter via steps and bridges cut into the rocks. 


КАКМАК TEMPLE COMPLEX 


Luxor, Egypt 

Some 30 different pharaohs built what is the 
largest temple complex in Egypt over the 
course of 1,500 years— parts date back to 2040 
B.C. Visitors approach via a grand alley lined 
with sphinxes, then marvel at the remarkable 
collection of obelisks, pylons and sanctuaries. 


Above: Meteora's Roussanou Monastery was built in the 16th century on the ruins of older 
structures. Below: Karnak temple was known in ancient times as “Тһе Most Select of 

Places." Opposite, clockwise from top left: Borobudur is still a popular pilgrimage spot and 
it's Indonesia's most visited tourist attraction; Hallgrímskirkja can be seen from almost 
anywhere in Reykjavík; Las Lajas Sanctuary is a feat of engineering that recalls a fairy-tale 
castle; worshippers attend a Sunday service at the Church of St. George Lalibela. 
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Deluxe tents at 
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TENTED CAMP 


Golden Ti riangle, Chiang Rai, Thailand 


The historic Golden Triangle region, where 
Thailand, Laos and Myanmar converge, was 
once a hotbed of contention, as Thai, Laotian, 
Burmese and Khmer empires battled for dom- 
inance. More recently, the area became infa- 
mous as a center of the opium trade. Today, 
however, bamboo forests have replaced military 
strongholds, crops such as nuts and coffee help 
eliminate opium cultivation, and luxury resorts 
are reclaiming this scenic corner of the world 
as a haven for conservation-minded explorers. 

Opened in 2006, Four Seasons Tented Camp 
Golden Triangle evokes a 19th-century adven- 
ture expedition. Envisioned by interior designer 
Bill Bensley, the camp made headlines for its 
unique accommodations—15 high-end tents 
with king beds, copper tubs, leather furniture, 
wood floors and safari-themed antiques. 

Each tent has its own motif: Hill Tribe 
displays tribal spears and swords; Explorer is 
equipped with binoculars and world maps. Most 
apropos is Elephant, featuring pachyderm statu- 
ettes and an ele-inspired bath faucet. The suite 
is а nod to the country’s spirit animal, as well as 
the resort’s partnership with the Golden Triangle 
Asian Elephant Foundation, which rescues Asian 
elephants from illegal logging camps, shows, 
trekking camps and begging in the streets. 

Opportunities for interactions with the intel- 
ligent creatures include sharing breakfast and 
walking together as their caregivers (mahouts) 
share insights into elephant biology and behav- 
ior. Guests report the encounter is not only a trip 
highlight, but also a life-changing experience. 
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TRAVEL 
INTEL 

pp Chiang Rai is a 
1.5-hour flight from 
Bangkok. From there, 
resort guests travel 
by private transfer 
and Thai longtail boat 
to reach the camp's 
remote position. 
Three- or four-night 
all-inclusive packages 
cover meals at Nong 
Yao Restaurant (try 
the pla kra bok—fish 
curry cooked in green 
bamboo). In addition 
to the Elephant Camp 
experience, activities 
include bird watching, 
cooking classes, 
jungle trekking 

and temple visits. 
Splurge on a Mahout 
Recovery Treatment, 
performed on a jungle 
spa platform. 


The resort's open-air 
Burma Bar beckons weary 
wayfarers with leather 
couches, lemongrass 
martinis, and views of 
Myanmar and the 

Ruak River. 


FOLLOWING THE ADDITION 
ОР NEW HIKING TRAILS, 
A FAIRY GARDEN AND A 
SCULPTURE TRAIL IN 2016, 
DROMOLAND CASTLE 
RECENTLY COMPLETED A 
MAJOR RESTORATION OF 


THE PROPERTY'S INTERIORS 


=> 


DROMOLAND 
CASTLE 


For those wishing to step into the pages of Game 
of Thrones (minus the high stakes), Dromoland 
Castle is the place. The five-star property gives 
guests the chance to truly live like royalty. 

This baronial castle dates to the 16th cen- 
tury and was once the home of the O’Brien fam- 
ily, the Kings of Thomond, whose lineage traces 
back to the High King of Ireland, Brian Boru. 
If its gray, Gothic-style stone walls could talk, 
they would tell of a storied past, which includes 
nearly being gambled away in a horse race in 
the 18th century, and threats of destruction by 
the IRA in the 1920s. 

Transformed into a luxury hotel in 1962, 
the castle’s main areas are frozen in time—life- 
size paintings of royalty line the walls; suits of 
armor guard the hallways. Afternoon tea is 
served in the main drawing room or the for- 
mal rose garden, followed by six-course meals 
under antique chandeliers in Earl of Thomond’s 
Restaurant. The storybook trimmings continue 
to the 98 rooms and suites: four-poster beds, 
specially commissioned wall fabrics, bespoke 
furnishings. The Honeymoon Suite is what 
happily-ever-after dreams are made of: The two- 
story setup features a sitting room with plush 
couches, a dining area, a bedroom and a Jacuzzi 
tub—all within one of the castle's turrets. 

The estate is a 450-acre emerald play- 
ground waiting to be explored. Deer and 
pheasant pass through to drink from the lily 
pond. Guests tee off а the Ron Kirby-designed 
golf course, fish for trout in the lake or unwind 
in the spa. Come nightfall, patrons gather in 
the Library Bar for Irish whiskey and lively 
sing-alongs. After a stay at this magical manor, 
even the most stubborn nonbelievers know 
real-life fairy tales do come true. 


TRAVEL I N T E L 

>> Fly into the S 10N airport; from there, the 
hotel is eight ше away. Once on the castle 
grounds, channel n Games’ Katniss 
Everdeen at the archery range; shoot clay 
pigeons; or visit the f y to have one of 
the noble birds land on your arm. The property 
isa зоб, home base for "SEINE sites [= 
Limerick, The Burren and the Cliffs of Moher 


PERIVOLAS 


In ancient times, Santorini was a round, com- 
plete island called Strogili (Greek for “circular”), 
with a volcanic cone rising from the center. The 
destination was drastically altered into its cur- 
rent form when the volcano erupted mightily 
in 1613 B.C., imploding 
the cone, sinking parts of 
the island and creating one 
of the largest—and pretti- 
est—crater lakes on Earth. ~ 

Poised high on a cliff 
with a commanding view 
of the caldera, Perivolas 
celebrates Santorini's past 
while pampering guests 
with modern pleasures like 
an infinity pool, a spa and 
room service. Originally 
a group of 300-year-old 
caves that served as the homes and stables of 
local farmers and fishermen, the hotel now 
holds 22 suites, each different but all exuding 
Cycladic style—sculpted stone walls, alcove 
beds, whitewashed archways and niches 
curving gracefully throughout. 


атта 
ат 


ег» 


Despite the plush amenities, а journey to 
Santorini calls for exploration. Perivolas Boat 
Tours ply the caldera lake, where guests swim in 
secluded coves and laze on red- and white-sand 
beaches. Perivolas Island Tours can arrange 
private guided outings to 
Santorini's cultural and 
historical landmarks, from 
family-owned vineyards to 
the prehistoric archeologi- 
cal site of Akrotiri, called 
the Minoan Pompeii. Tour 
guides also lead visitors on 
hikes along the cliffside 
path between the towns 
of Oia and Fira, lined with 
blue-domed chapels, color- 
ful boats and the island's 
iconic sugar-cube dwell- 
ings stacked on the hillside over the Aegean Sea. 

After full days of discovery, Perivolas' com- 
forts are welcome, as guests dine on specialties 
like fresh fish and beef vinsanto from candlelit 
tables on poolside terraces. It's the prime place to 
savor screensaver sunsets over the caldera. 


pen 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 

p Perivolas' cave 
suites are TV-free, 
and children under 
16 are not permitted. 
The shoulder 


September- October) 
is the ideal time to 
visit, with pleasant 
weather and smaller 
crowds (over 2 million 
tourists visit the 
island every year). 
Ferries and high- 
speed catamarans 
travel between 
Santorini and Piraeus, 
Athens' main port; 
check openseas.gr 
for schedules. 


The Oberoi 

Amarvilas,Agra's; 4 
pool is replete with 
terraced gardens, 


sun umbrellas, 


THE OBEROI AMARVILAS, AGRA na. 


You can see it from the bar, from the private spa 
suite, from all 102 hotel rooms—the Taj Mahal, 
called the world’s greatest monument to love. 
Built in 2001, The Oberoi Amarvilas, Agra— 
a mere 650 yards away from the iconic Taj 
Mahal—is the closest hotel 
to the celebrated UNESCO 
World Heritage site. 
Beyond proximity, the 
property extends premium 
access to the famous mau- 
soleum, offering compli- 
mentary pickup and drop- 
off service in a golf cart. 
Once inside the Taj’s per- 
fectly symmetrical marble 
facade, visitors learn about 
its romantic history—how 
the Mughal emperor Shah 
Jahan commissioned its construction after his 
favorite wife, Mumtaz Mahal, died in 1631 while 
delivering their 14th child. The emperor was so 
brokenhearted, legend holds, that his hair went 
gray overnight. The extravagant monument 
took almost two decades, 1,000 elephants and 


thousands of workers to complete. When Shah 
Jahan died in 1666, he was buried beside his 
beloved; their identical coffins are embellished 
with intricate marble inlays. 

Back at the hotel, guests can continue to 
admire the majestic mau- 
soleum, as well as the 
hotel’s own impressive 
architecture. Elements 
of the layout—reflec- 
tion pools, fountains, 
pavilions, minarets—pay 
homage to Mughal design. 
The opulence continues 
in the rooms, appointed 
with handmade furni- 
ture, wood floors, filigree 
screens, silk pillows and 
Taj-inspired arches. 

Even at night, the Taj Mahal stands out against 
the twilight as a stately silhouette. Indulgent hotel 
guests gaze at it from their private balconies while 
tucking into four-course candlelit dinners. When 
you've traveled this far to see a world wonder, a 
splurge like this is the only sensible choice. 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 


>> Most hotel guests 
fly into Delhi's Indira 
Gandhi International 
Airport, then rent a 
car or take the three- 


hour train ride to Agra. 


In addition to the Taj 
Mahal, other points 
of interest include the 
Baby Taj, Agra Fort 
and Sikhandra Fort. 
In honor of the Taj's 
love story, couples 
staying at The Oberoi 
Amarvilas, Agra can 
hold their own 
Hindu blessing 
ceremony, complete 
with holy prayers, 
traditional attire and a 
garland exchange. 
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DREAM RESORTS: © 


say Lapland, Finland 


In the land of the midnight sun, the sun never 
sets between mid-May and early August. Win- 
tertime is the opposite, with dusky daylight 
lasting only about four hours. But it’s during 
the latter when the north- 
ern lights put on their daz- 
zling show—and the best 
place to view them is from 
your cozy bed in a heated 
glass igloo. 

The creation of Jussi 
Eiramo, 65 glass igloos are 
the showpiece of Kakslaut- 
tanen Arctic Resort, which 
originally opened in 1973 
as a roadside café. After 
watching people shiver 
outside while hoping to see 
the aurora borealis, the light bulb turned on 
for Eiramo, and the first glass igloos debuted 
in 1999. Holding two to four guests, the domes 
feature a simple design: a comfortable bed, a 
toilet and thermal glass that prevents snow and 
ice from blocking the vista. 


Za, KAKSLAUT TANEN ARC TI 


Of course, if visitors want to scan the sky 
in the fresh air, plenty of activities oblige, from 
horse-drawn sleigh rides and reindeer safaris 
to dog sledding and snowmobiling through 
frosty forests and down 
snow-carpeted fells (high 
moorland hills). The resort 
can also arrange skiing, ice 
fishing and polar swims. 

Guests warm up in the 
hotel's—and the world's— 
largest smoke sauna, able 
to hold up to 70 bathers 
at a time. Visits with St. 
Nick in the red Santa's 
Home cabin are popular 
during the holidays, and 
two restaurants serve 
Lappish specialties such as sautéed reindeer 
and salmon soup. The resort's glass-igloo bar is 
also kept plenty toasty; after a full day of arctic 
adventure, the luckiest merrymakers may just 
spy the aurora borealis while defrosting with 
steaming cloudberry cocktails. 


RESORT 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 


»» The resort 
provides the 
30-minute transfer to 
and from Ivalo Airport. 
Guests staying in 
glass igloos may use 
showers and saunas 
available in separate 
buildings. Other 
accommodations 

at the hotel include 
log chalets and 
Kelo-Glass Igloos 
(chalet-igloo hybrids). 
Summer and fall 
visitors can try hiking, 
fishing, canoeing, gold 
panning, horseback и 
riding, berry picking, 
mountain biking and 

ATV rides. 


МОВЕ 
DREAM 
RESORTS 
Designed in the 
shape of a 1,053- 
foot Arabian dhow 
sail, Burj Al Arab 


Jumeirah became 
the tallest all-suite 
hotel in the world 
when it opened in 
Dubai, UAE, in 1999. 


»» At IceHotel 
Sweden, located 125 
miles north of the 
Arctic Circle, guests 
drink at the ICEBAR, 
view artwork in an 
ice gallery and sleep 
in ice suites carved 
anew each year by 
ice sculptors. 
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Thirty suites 
modeled after Maasai 
huts peer over the lip 
of a volcanic caldera 
at Тапхапја 5 &Beyoi 


Lodge. Fed by natural 
springs, the crater 

is home to all of 
Africa's “big five." 
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OVERWATER BLISS 


A water-top villa instantly elevates the standard hotel stay 
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CONRAD BORA BORA NUI 
The Islands of Tahiti 

The first-ever overwater bungalows premiered 
in the Islands of Tahiti in 1967. When Conrad 
Bora Bora Nui opened 50 years later, it show- 
cased the first two-story overwater bungalows. 
Ride the resort's water shuttle to its exclusive 
island, Motu Tapu, once the personal retreat 
of Polynesian Queen Pomare IV. 


HUVAFEN FUSHI 

North Male Atoll, Kaafu, Maldives 

With glass floors and private plunge pools, 
Huvafen Fushi's 44 bungalows are stunning, but 
the real headliner is the underwater spa, LIME, 
hovering 26 feet below the sea. Treat yourself to 
the Lime Light Ritual while surrounded by a 
natural aquarium of tropical marine life. 


SONG SAA PRIVATE ISLAND 


Koh Rong Archipelago, Cambodia 

The brainchild of Australian couple Rory and 
Melita Hunter, Song Saa Private Island lives 
and breathes sustainability. Reclaimed timber 
and driftwood décor outfit the 27 villas (nine 
overwater); cuisine draws on locally sourced 
ingredients; and resort practices create local jobs 
and preserve the area's natural surroundings. 


FIJI MARRIOTT RESORT 


Momi Bay, Viti Levu, Fiji 

Opened in April 2017, Fiji Marriott Resort 
Momi Bay is the only resort on Fiji’s main 
island to offer overwater bures (huts). After a 
day of adventures such as surfing, diving and 
zip-lining, drift off to sleep under the vaulted 
ceiling of one of the hotel’s 22 water-top villas 
(250 rooms total). 


Above, from left: Fiji 
Marriott Resort Momi 
Bay’s Goji Kitchen & Bar 
serves Asian-fusion fare; 
helicopter tours lend 
aerial views of Conrad 
Bora Bora Nui. 

Opposite, clockwise from 
top left: Snorkeling is the 
main form of exercise at 
Huvafen Fushi; each Song 
Saa villa features a private 
pool and idyllic views; 
palafitos at El Dorado 
Maroma provide direct 


ladder access to the ocean; 


in addition to Over the 
Water Villas at Sandals 
Royal Caribbean (shown), 
Sandals debuted 12 
additional Over the Water 
Bungalows in Saint Lucia 
and Jamaica in 2017. 


SANDALS ROYAL CARIBBEAN 


Montego Bay, Jamaica 

The all- adie Sandals Resorts brand pulled 
out all the stops when it revealed the Carib- 
bean’s first luxury Over the Water Villas in 
2016. Reached by water taxi, each suite flaunts 
a catamaran hammock, outdoor shower, per- 
sonal butler and private infinity pool. 


EL DORADO MAROMA 


Riviera Maya, Mexican Caribbean 
Debuted іп 2016, El Dorado Maroma's 30 
palafitos (“stilt houses") are the first and only 
overwater bungalows in Mexico. Guests who 
book one also have exclusive access to the 
resort's Overwater Grill & Wine Bar, featuring 
glass floor windows and an open kitchen. 
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concentration'of slot canyons—very 
narrow, very deep canyons that 
took shape as water;.wind and other 
erosive forces cut channels into the 
earth over millions of years: 


feats 
Utah is.home to the world's largest 
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ЛОМ NATIONAL PARK 


Southern Utah 


Long ago in the American West, Native Ameri- TRAVEL 

cans and cowboys went “canyoneering” outof INTEL 

necessity, but today, the practice is purely for »» Beginner-level 
fun. Also called canyoning, slotting and gorg- сапуопеегіпо doesnt 
ing, the sport has been compared to mountain require previous 
climbing in reverse—a physical scramble into experience, but a 

the depths of slot canyons that combines hiking, decent level of fitness 
rappelling, bouldering, problem solving, route is recommended. Zion 
finding and swimming. It's the fastest growing Adventures’ Canyon 
sport in Zion National Park, which features Adventure Day course 


some of the best canyon routes on the planet. teaches some of the à a à NEARLY 3 MILLION 
Established in 1919 and covering 229 square skills required to run бысы 77 

miles, the park is home to popular 2. such canyons such as the E CN T i VISITORS TRAVEL 

as the Narrows, the Subway and Orderville as | Subway, Keyhole NORIS TO QUEENSTOWN 

well as more off-the-grid slots such as Pine Creek апа Orderville. Be TV) 

and Mystery Canyon. But before hikers set off prepared to get dirty, EACH YEAR ОК 

on an adventure equipped with ropes, harnesses, hungry, cold and wet. BUNGEE JUMPING 


wetsuits and helmets, a number of on-location Bring a dry bag, as 


courses introduce canyoneering basics such as well as a swimsuit and WHITEWATER RAF TIN G, 
knots, anchors and belay, while incorporating а change of clothes. 
xÇ ақы JET BOATING, CANYON 


hiking, wading and rappels of up to 100 feet. 


Even with instruction and an experienced SWINGING AND RIVER 


guide, canyoneering isn’t without its dangers. 


Flash floods, falls, dehydration and hypother- j SURFING, EARNING 
mia are ever-present risks. But the reward is an * THE DESTINATION 


experience truly unlike any other. This vertical 


desert of undulating, zebra-striped Navajo sand- э = ІНЕ МІСКМАМЕ, 
stone promises a surprise around every bend. *THE ADVENTURE 


Teamwork takes on deeper meaning, as fellow n 

hikers serve as human steps and anchors. And =. = CAPITAL OF THE WORLD." 

mettle is challenged to the core, as adventurers p 

trudge through chilly streams and pools, drop With thousand-foot walls 

down waterfalls, clamber over slick boulders and апа miles of river-wading, 

wriggle through narrow openings. The ехрегі- the Narrowsis Zion National 
; ; 5 : Park's most popular hike 

ence is a journey inward—deeper into the park, anda soft introduction 

the earth and, ultimately, your own psyche. to canyoneering. 
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QUEENSTOWN 


South Island, New Zealand 


The Kawarau River, which flows some 37 miles 
from Lake Wakatipu to Lake Dunstan through 
the steep Kawarau Gorge, is so scenic, its milky 
turquoise stream appeared in the 2001 film The 
Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring. 
Remarkably, this cameo isn’t even its biggest 
claim to fame, it’s the location of the world’s first 
commercial bungee-jumping business. 

Inspired by South Pacific islanders who 
land-dive from 75-foot platforms with merely 
a vine tied to their ankles (a ceremony called 
naghol), A.J. Hackett and Henry van Asch set 
out to popularize what a group of daredevils 
known as the Dangerous Sports Club first per- 
formed in 1978—modern bungee jumping. 

Partnering with scientists at Auckland 
University, the pair experimented with rub- 
ber cords by flinging sacks of potatoes—and 
eventually themselves—off bridges. When they 
were satisfied, they managed to assure the New 
Zealand government of bungee’s safety. In turn, 
they were issued a license to establish their com- 
pany at the historic Kawarau Gorge Suspension 
Bridge, 25 minutes outside Queenstown. 

On November 12, 1988, AJ Hackett Bungy 
welcomed its first customers, 28 people who 
each paid $75 to take the 12-story plunge, mak- 
ing history and arguably launching adventure 
tourism in New Zealand. 

At 141 feet, the Kawarau Bridge bungee 
site isn’t the world’s tallest, but it remains 
the original, most famous and most popular 
fall. A.J. Hackett’s team demurs from calling 
bungee a sport, preferring to refer to it as a 
“personal challenge.” Jumpers won't ever be 
pushed off the ledge, they must step off them- 
selves. Their prize for summoning the cour- 
age is a five-second adrenaline rush that will 
never be forgotten—and bragging rights that 
last a lifetime. 
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>> The Kawarau Bridge bungee is the only 

site in Queenstown that offers tandem jumps. 
Whether you dive alone or solo, you can choose 
to bob above the water, graze it or be fully 
dunked. AJ Hackett Bungy also offers a 1,300- 
foot Ledge Swing in Queenstown, as well as 
other bungee jumps, swings, bridge climbs and 
zip rides throughout the country. 
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Ever since Jacques-Yves Cousteau plungedinto Ё 
the Great Blue Hole in 1972 while filming an B 
episode of the TV show, The Undersea World, 
divers have been adding this natural wonder to 
their bucket lists. 
- Sea conditions must be flat enough to allow 
SS ee а C E boats passage and easy anchor at this location ЕЕЕ 
| 60 miles from the coast of Belize. 
From San Pedro, a town on the island of 
Ambergris Caye, the run time to the site, inside 
Lighthouse Reef atoll, is 2.5 hours each way, 
making this a full-day trip with departure times 
У typically around 5:30 a.m. 
MY Inside Lighthouse Reef, the water is still. For 
mae divers, this UNESCO World Heritage site— 
= stretching nearly 1,000 feet across—is the chance 
EU to go deep. The recreational limit for scuba is 
š 130 feet, and the bottom of the Great Blue Hole 
3 | урин ч | is dizzyingly deeper, at 394 feet. Eod 
>. ыер om S | Around 60 feet, snorkelers and divers can 
Ç m | | NM witness stalactites, fat as torpedoes, which 
evince that this site was once a dry cave, formed 
153,000 years ago. The stalactites date as far back 
as 60,000 years. Then, as the sea level rose, the 
SEN. ы e | roof of the cave collapsed, creating the feature 
прање E qae > that 350,000 annual visitors now witness. 
Qu. Е Down around 90 feet, it's possible for divers 
to encounter sharks: Caribbean reef, blacktip 
and even hammerhead sharks are all sighted 
here regularly. 

Following a dip here, the only blue hole vis- 
ible from space, most day-trip operators then 
include time at Half Moon Cay, ranked the 
fourth-best wall dive in the world. 

Altogether, the trip offers a bit of everything 
underwater, including reefs, walls and wonder— 
and most of all, self-satisfaction. 
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p> The best way to experience the Great Blue 
Hole and the surrounding wall dives is via a 
liveaboard, such as the Belize Aggressor lll. 
This scuba-centric boat offers weeklong 
holidays, devoting half a day to about a dozen 
must-see spots. If you're not scuba-certified, or 
you don't want to commit to a week at sea, then 
Amigos Del Mar dive shop, based in the town of 
San Pedro on Ambergris Cay, is a good option 
for snorkelers and divers wishing to visit the site. 
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INIERLAKEN c. 


Since the earliest stories, mankind has 
dreamed of flying. Airplanes lift people into 
the sky, but what about a more authentic expe- 
rience—circling through the thermals in the 
open air, with no engine to speak of? Enter 
paragliding, popularized 
in the Alps in the 1970s. 
The sport's roots trace 
back to David Barish, an 
aeronautical engineer who 
pioneered "slope soar- 
ing"—foot-launched flights 
using gliding parachutes— 
in the '60s. A group of 
skydivers executed the 
first modern paragliding 
flight above the alpine vil- 
lage of Mieussy, France, in 
1978. During the following 
decade, commercial paragliding in the region 
exploded as glider designs rapidly advanced. 
Today, the scenic 20-minute ride from Beat- 
enberg to Interlaken is a classic beginner para- 
gliding flight. Passengers prepare for takeoff on 
a hillside, slipping into a harness with a tandem 


Nestled between 
Brienz Lake (shown) 
and Thurr Lake, 
Interlaken is one 

of Switzerland’s ` 
oldest tourist towns 
and home base for 
adrenaline-fueled 
alpine activities. 


pilot, then running a few steps to catch air. While 

soaring 2,624 feet down, epic sights emerge—the 

pristine Brienz and Thun lakes, as well as Inter- 

laken's trio of towering peaks: Eiger, Mónch and 
Jungfrau, the last rising to 13,642 feet. 

After the initial rush, 

the flight turns serene, 

/ as gliders soar quietly 

above pastures, grazing 

sheep and Swiss houses. 

Pilots expertly locate ris- 

ing air currents and wheel 

around in them to gain 

altitude. Abrupt dips and 

360-degree turns gener- 

ate some excitement, while 

passengers literally sit back 

and enjoy the ride. No skill 

or participation is required, 

though some pilots offer clients the chance to 

"take the reins" of the nylon sail for a moment. 

Fliers alight in a field close to the heart of town. 

Arguably the most portable and affordable 

form of aviation, paragliding may indeed be the 

closest experience to genuinely flying like a bird. 


TRAVEL 
INTEL 


With its scenic 
mountain setting, 
Interlaken has been 
a tourism destination 
since the 19th century. 
Beyond paragliding, 
other high-octane 
activities include 
jet boating, sk 
and canyoneering. 
Paragliding is 
available year-round. 
Dress for the weather, 
and wear sunglasses 
and secure shoes. 
Injuries (a grazed 


knee or broken leg 
on landing) are 
possible but rare. 


Nicknamed the 
*roof of Africa," 
Mount Kilimanjaro 
is one of the 
Seven Summits— 
the.highest peak 
on each continent. 


Polay, polay. Swahili for "slowly, slowly," it's 
the mantra of anyone ascending Mount Kili- 
manjaro. Though the trek to the top is often 
described benignly as а “walk,” the summit still 
evades more than 15,000 climbers a year due 
to altitude sickness. The 
condition can affect any- 
one, regardless of training 
or experience—and can 
even be fatal if pushed. The 
slower the pace, the better 
the chance to acclimatize. 

A massive stratovol- 
cano with three cones— 
Kibo, Mawenzi and Shira— 
“Kili” is the tallest peak on 
the African continent, as 
well as the highest free- 
standing mountain in the 
world. Comprised of layered lava, volcanic ash 
and pumice, it rises 19,336 feet from the sur- 
rounding coastal scrubland. Six trails zigzag 
to the summit, marching through five dis- 
tinct ecosystems, including rain forest, alpine 
meadow and highland desert. 


Finally, near the rim, the scenery gives way 
to rock and snow. An estimated 20,000 trekkers 
reach the summit, Uhuru Peak, each year, snap- 
ping a prize photo by the rustic wooden sign, 
watching the sunrise for a few minutes, and then 
scrambling back down. 

Most climbers allow six 
to eight days for the jour- 
ney, booking with licensed, 
guided groups that pro- 
vide porters to cook, serve, 
carry supplies and set up 
camp. Though serious 
training is not required, 
climbers should be in shape 
and build endurance on a 
treadmill, stair-stepper or 
elliptical machine. 

And of course, proceed- 
ing slowly, slowly, up the steep slope allows more 
time to appreciate the view— glacial streams, 
heather moors, lava formations, starry skies and, 
at the crest, a lunar landscape towering over the 
Rift Valley and Masaai Steppe—while experienc- 
ing nearly every emotion along the way. 
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>> Climbing Kili 
doesn't require ice 
tools, ropes, oxygen 
tanks or technical 
mountaineering 
experience. However, 


a warm coat, mental 
stamina and broken-in 
hiking boots are 


essential. The trek can 
be done year-round, 
but attempt it in the 
summer or early fall 
to avoid the winter 
rains. Marangu is 
considered the easiest 
route, Machame 

the prettiest, an 
Lemosho the longest. 
Pack layers, as temps 
range from the high 
90s in the jungle to 
freezing at the top. 
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HALEAKALA 
NATIONAL 
PARK ма Hawai 


Few life moments merit a 2 a.m. wake-up call on 
vacation, but watching the sunrise over Hale- 
akala National Park is definitely one of them. In 
the past, more than 1,000 visitors per day have 
set their alarms to witness the phenomenon. But, 
in an effort to decrease human impact on the 
landscape and its plant and animal species, the 
park now requires reservations, so you need to 


GANSBAA 


South A [fica 


It doesn't require a diving certification to swim TRAVEL 
with great white sharks, the world'slargest INTEL 
predatory fish. It just takes some nerve—and bp South Africa's best 
the will to voluntarily enter 59-degree water. shark-diving months 
With their torpedo-shaped bodies and rows аге May through 
of serrated teeth, great whites are the ocean’s September, thanks 
apex predators—and the best place to see them to better visibility, 
is the coastal fishing town of Gansbaai, near warmer water and 
the southernmost tip of Africa. Located about тоге plentiful 
2.5 hours from Cape Town, Gansbaai is the sharks. Most tour 
only spot on the planet where great whites can operators provide 
be spotted year-round, earning it the moniker ^ breakfast, wetsuits, 
"the Great White Shark Capital of the World." ^ booties, masks апа 
Typical cage-diving excursions last about refreshments on 
four hours, departing from Kleinbaai Harbor. the boat. Keep your 
А 20-minute boat ride takes intrepid visitors to eyes peeled for the 
Shark Alley, a channel between DyerIsland and “marine big five"— 
Geyser Rock, where a colony of 60,000 cape fur great white sharks, 
seals attracts the great whites. Crew members whales, dolphins, 
begin luring sharks with a natural chum slick penguins and seals— 
and sometimes a wooden seal pup. After pho- аѕ well as sea birds 
tographing great whites from the surface, divers such as Cape gannets 
don wetsuits and masks, then climb into cages апа cormorants. 
of galvanized steel. No oxygen tanks are used 
(the bubbles repel the sharks); swimmers merely 
gather their breath and duck under the surface 
for heart-racing, up-close glimpses of the fear- 
some hunters in their natural environment. 
In 1971, the documentarians of Blue Water, 
White Death pioneered the use of shark-watch- 
ing cages to film great whites in the wild. Since 
that time, cage diving has gone commercial, 
and proponents argue the activity increases ^ Great white sharks 
shark interest and education, ultimately pro- average 15 feet in 
Ñ ee | length, weigh 2.5 tons 
tecting this fierce but vulnerable species. It 


or more, and swim up to 
appears to be a win—and a rush—for all. 15 miles an hour. 
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plan ahead. А surefire way to secure а spot— 
and to up the adrenaline factor—is to book a 
tour that culminates with a 26-mile bike ride 
down the mountain. 

Haleakala is a shield volcano, rising 10,023 
feet above sea level. Meaning “House of the Sun,” 
it's a sacred space for Hawaiians: Legend holds 
the demigod Maui stood at the summit to lasso 
the sun, slowing it down to lengthen the day. 

Watching the sunrise is spiritual. Pre- 
dawn, the park is enveloped in darkness, the 
temperature dipping below 30 degrees. As 
the sun starts to peek over the mountain, the 
landscape is revealed: The crater below could 
be the moon's surface; the rim floats above the 
clouds. A ran 4 
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THE DOWNHILL HALEAKALA BIKE 
TOUR STOPS AT A FEW SCENIC 
OVERLOOKS WHILE A GUIDE 
POINTS QUI THE SIGHTS: THE 
WEST MAUI MOUNTAINS AND IAO 


in Hawaiian to welcome the sun: “He nani he 
beauty maoli no/Oh, lovely sunrise Haleakala.” 

And now, the main event. Pedaling down 
Haleakala started in the 1980s, and over 90,000 
visitors take the ride every year, beginning at an 
elevation of 6,500 feet. 

Cyclists on one-speed bikes take on a road 
with hairpin turns, steep declines—and few 
guardrails. The journey is downhill, so the 
workout is mainly to riders’ hands as they white- 
knuckle the brakes. The descent continues past 
forests, small towns, cow pastures, and fields of 
lavender and sugar cane. The trip concludes in 
the North Shore’s postcard town of Paia. But the 
ride was never about the finish line. It was about 
'urney—and moxie—it took to get there. 
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»» Several tour сот- 
panies offer round-trip 
transportation from 
most hotel areas. 
Beginners should 

opt for a group tour 
(with the option 

to ride in a van if the 
trek becomes too 
strenuous), while the 
more advanced can 
choose a self-guided 
tour to ride at their 
own pace. 


HIMALAYAS 


Nepal 
Mountaineers have obsessed over the Himalayas 
since Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay 
firstsummited Mount Everest in 1953. Whilean 
expedition to the roof of the world isn't on the 
average traveler's radar, a multiday trek through 
this majestic and culturally rich range is within 
reach for those in reasonable shape. 

Ofthe region's many treks, the hike to Ever- 
est Base Camp provides the chance to set foot 
on the famous mountain itself—and get pretty 
high up. Perched at 17,590 feet, Base Camp is 
a major trekking achievement in and of itself, 
requiring about two weeks to reach on foot. 

Trekkers fly into Kathmandu, Nepal's capi- 
tal, then hop on the short flight to Lukla, the 
gateway to Everest. The journey begins with a 
three-hour trek to the Dudh Kosi (River of Milk) 
andon to the village of Phakding, passing boul- 
ders inscribed with Tibetan Buddhist prayers. 
The trail eventually crosses into Sagarmatha 
National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage site. 

On the steep climb to the Sherpa market 
town of Namche Bazaar, trekkers catch their first 
breathless sight of Everest, soaring 29,035 feet 
up and considered sacred by the locals, who call 
it Sagarmatha or Chomolungma. From there, 
the path continues from village to village, ever 
uphill, past gorges, glacial rivers, pine forests and 
views of Lhotse, Makalu and Cho Oyu—three of 
the six highest peaks on Earth. Midway through, 
groups reach Tengboche Monastery, and, days 
later, the expedition’s highest elevation: 18,192- 
foot Kala Pattar, facing Everest head on. 

Finally, arriving at Base Camp, hikers 
encounter a snowy village of colorful tents, flap- 
ping prayer flags, some 600 fellow trekkers and 
the Khumbu Icefall, the first hurdle for summit 
climbers. No one can fault Base Camp trekkers if 
the imposing sight sparks relief—that their next 
steps take them back down the mountain. 
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>> Most trekkers join an organized trip through 
a specialist such as National Geographic 
Expeditions or Audley Travel. Base Camp 
treks average five to six hours of hiking a day, 
with rest and recuperation in local teahouses 
at night. Train with cardio workouts, including 
lots of walking, and practice climbing on hills or 
stairs. For those on a tighter schedule, the five- 
to seven-day Poon Hill trek is an alternative. 
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MORE 
EXTREME 
ADVENTURES 


рр With mountains, 
rivers and waterfalls, 
Iba is Costa 


Turria 


Rica’s adventure-sport 
capital. Splash down 
class IV rapids опа 
four-hour whitewater- 
rafting tour on the 
Pacuare River. 
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»» Dubai's man- 
made island of Palm 
Jumeirah looks like 
a stylized palm tree 
from above. While 
free-falling over the 
artificial archipelago 
at over 120 miles per 
hour, skydivers get 
the optimal view. 


»» Ninety percent of 
the world's heli-skiing 


imbia. Whistler 
Heli-Skiing has per- 
fected the adventure, 
dropping clients into 
remote terrain that 
encompasses 173 
glaciers and 475 runs. 
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SUBLIME SAFARIS 


Here’s where to see the world’s most intriguing creatures in the wild 


GALAPAGOS ISLANDS 

Ecuador 

This remote, volcanic archipelago of 19 islands 
(four inhabited) and dozens more islets holds 
9,000-plus plant and animal species—many 
of which are only found here, including the 
Galápagos giant tortoise, marine iguana and 
Galápagos penguin. Below the surface, swim 
with sharks, sea lions and sea turtles. 


GREAT BARRIER REEF 


Australia 

Find Nemo, Dory and more than 1,600 other 
types of fish within the world’s largest coral reef 
system, which extends some 1,430 miles along 
the coast of Queensland. Private-island resorts 
like Lady Elliot, Lizard and Heron Island coor- 
dinate close encounters with whales, octopuses, 
rays, jellyfish, dolphins and 600 species of coral. 


SERENGE TI 


Tanzania & Kenya 

Spanning two countries and 18,640 square miles, 
the Serengeti region is home to all of Africa's “Бір 
five"—lion, elephant, Cape buffalo, leopard and 
rhinoceros—as well as the great migration, in 
which 200,000 zebras and a million wildebeest 
follow seasonal rains. Spy all of the above with 
a safari outfitter like Asilia Africa. 


MADAGASCAR 


Marooned off the southeast coast ofthe African 
continent, the fourth-largest island on the globe 
is famously the only place where lemurs live in 
the wild. Stalk indri, the largest lemur species, in 
Andasibe National Park, or visit Anjajavy Nature 
Reserve to track down Coquerel's sifaka and 
brown lemurs, as well as chameleons and frogs. 


Above: About 6,500 African 
elephants roam Serengeti 
National Park in Tanzania. 
Left: South Georgia Island, 
Antarctica, is home to 
alarge colony of king 
penguins. Opposite, 
clockwise from top left: 

A Galápagos sea lion goes 
for a swim off Champion 
Island in the Galápagos; a 
friendly Coquerel’s sifaka 
lemur in Madagascar; the 
Great Barrier Reef supports 
six of the world's seven 
marine turtles, including 
the green sea turtle 
(shown); covering 830 
square miles, Ranthambore 
National Park is the prime 
place to glimpse wild tigers 
in Rajasthan, India. 


ANTARCTICA 


Blanketed by a massive sheet of ice, the cold- 
est continent covers around 5.5 million square 
miles—but it is the sea, not the land, that sup- 
ports 18 species of penguins, nine types of whales 
and six kinds of seals. Observe them on a classic 
nine- to 12-night Antarctic Peninsula cruise. 


RAJASTHAN 

Northern India 

Nearly half of the planet's wild tigers are found 
in India, and Ranthambore National Park— 
sprinkled with ancient ruins—is arguably the 
prettiest place to spot them. About 111 tigers 
were recorded in the park in 2022, along with 
leopards, hyenas, sloth bears, porcupines, 
monitor lizards, crocodiles, cobras and more. 
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The Grand Canal, Venice's main waterway, links a 
labyrinth of smaller canals that function as streets,” ~ 
as cars are prohibited in many areas of the city. | 
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VENICE „, 


Only in Venice is it considered a good thing to 
get lost. Wherever you wander, timeless trea- 
sures wait: a courtyard garden, a fabric mill, 
a boatyard, a mask atelier, a hidden piazza, a 
Gothic palace. Even more enchanting are the 
City of Water's defining attributes: 150 reflec- 
tive canals and 400 wistful bridges. 

Not one island but 118, Venice dates to the 
fifth century A.D., when the Venetian people 
fled the mainland to elude barbarian invasions. 
Over time, these havens grew into established 
settlements. By the 10th century, Venice had 
become a significant maritime authority, and 
its position in the Adriatic made it a prosperous 
trading hub between Europe and the Far East. 

Today, only 55,000 people call Venice's his- 
toric center home, while 20 million tourists visit 
each year. The ratio has become problematic, but 
the influx shows no signs of slowing, thanks to 
the many charms of the Most Serene Republic. 

After a requisite gondola ride on the Grand 
Canal, St. Mark's Square is next on the agenda. 
From this bustling gathering place, it's an easy 
stroll to the circa-1094 Basilica di San Marco, 
with its Golden Pall and elaborate mosaics; the 
Doge's Palace, once the command post of the 
most powerful government in Europe; and The 
Palazzo Venier dei Leoni, where the acclaimed 
Peggy Guggenheim Collection is on exhibit. 

Travelers flock to bridges such as the Ponte 
di Rialto and the Bridge of Sighs, but quieter 
alleys are around every bend. Whatever the 
destination—a secret campi (square), a dynamic 
cultural landmark, or none at all—it's here in 
the Floating City, a virtual outdoor museum 
that has no equal. 
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»» Venice has no 
shortage of romantic 


in 2015, to the Aman 


anal Grance Vi 
Canal Granade ve 


where George 
Clooney held his 
wedding. Don't 

miss Venice's fresh 
seafood; Ristorante 
La Madonna has 
been a mainstay since 
1954. If time permits, 
the neighboring 
islands of Murano and 
Burano showcase the 
intricate craftsmanship 
that goes into making 
glass and lace, 
respectively. Visit 
Venice in February 

to experience 
Carnevale, a 
celebration of art, 
music, entertainment 
and colorful customs. 


Piazza San Marco 
(St. Mark's Square) 
is famously called 
"the drawing room 
of the world." 
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OPENED IN 1973, THE 
SYDNEY OPERA HOUSE [5 
AUSTRALIA'S NO. 1 TOURIST 
ATTRACTION, PRESENTING 
2,000-PLUS SHOWS A 
YEAR AND WELCOMING 
MORE THAN 10.9 MILLION 
ANNUAL VISITORS. 
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SYONEY È 


New South Wales, Australia = 


Australia’s largest and most urbane city is also 
refreshingly quirky, a bit brash, rather laid-back 
and exceedingly welcoming. Sydneysiders say 
^no worries" as much as they do “g day,” but 
perhaps not as often as “mate.” A city that was 
originally established by the British in 1788 
as a penal colony pressed on through drought 
and disease, war and the Great Depression, to 
become the 5.3 million-strong international 
hub of culture and finance it is today. 

The Circular Quay is Sydney's main ter- 
minal and the best jumping-off point for 
exploring the surrounding city, where fragrant 
frangipani blooms give way to tall eucalyp- 
tus stalks, and outdoor pools flank sprawling 
national parks. Walkable highlights include 
the iconic Sydney Opera House, its white walls 
arcing out like giant fins from the world's 
deepest natural harbor; the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge (BridgeClimb leads brave sightseers to 
the 440-foot apex); and The Rocks, the site of 
the first European settlement. Wandering the 
cobblestone streets reveals sandstone build- 
ings—held together by crushed cockle shells— 
that house museums, cafes, shops and long- 
held secrets of a mischievous past. 

Transportation to other points of inter- 
est is easy from the Circular Quay, as ferries, 
buses and trains depart all day long to spots 
like Taronga Zoo, where Tasmanian devils and 
gorillas live alongside koalas and hairy-nosed 
wombats, and Bondi Beach, whose golden 
sands draw billionaires and backpackers alike. 

Sydney consistently appears in top-10 lists 
the world over for best places to travel, seducing 
visitors with 338 days of sunshine a year, 100 
golden beaches and a mix of 180 nationalities. 
It's no wonder that the city itself is as vibrant 
and awash in wonder as its world-famous New 
Year's Eve fireworks spectacle. 
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»» For an intimate, offbeat look at Sydney, 
hire Richard Graham with My Sydney Detour 
to chauffeur you around in his blue 1964 
Holden EH, its original fixtures intact. When 
you're back at the pub sharing stories of the 
day's favorite moments, order a Tooheys or 
Coopers local brew. Down Under, Fosters is 
not Australian for beer. 
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LO N p O N United Kingdom 


Once the most powerful city in the world, 
London is the prototype of the modern 
metropolis. Its genteel charm and 2,000-year 
history attract tourists by the millions, making 
it 2021’s third-most-visited city worldwide. 
Today, 156 national 
monuments offer glimpses 
into its fascinating past. 
Originally established 
as the Roman port of 
Londinium in 43 A.D., 
London emerged as the 
U.K.’s capital gradually. 
Westminster Abbey, built 
there in 1065, served as 
coronation site for William 
the Conqueror in 1066, 
starting a tradition that 
has lasted to this day. That 
same year, the intimidating Tower of London 
was completed as a symbol of ruling authority. 
The first parliament met in London in 1265. 
The Great Fire of 1666 destroyed most of 
the city's medieval and Tudor architecture, but 
the construction that followed included some 
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of London's greatest landmarks—the British 
Museum, opened to the public in 1759; Buck- 
ingham Palace, converted into a royal residence 
in the 1820s; Big Ben, whose 13-ton bell first 
rang in 1859; and the Underground, which 
carried its first passengers 
in 1863. By the middle of 
the 19th century, London's 
population had grown to 
nearly 2 million, making it 
the largest city in the world 
at the time. 

Now, 8.9 million 
residents dwell in Greater 
London's 600 square miles, 
but the London most 
sightseers visit resembles 
the city as it was 250 years 
ago—about 10 square 
miles, all within walking distance of Trafalgar 
Square. Perhaps this intimate slice—which 
has witnessed power struggles, plagues and 
wars, as well as democratic progress, artistic 
achievement and historic discovery—feels the 
most authentic of all. 
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pp Loads of London 
museums are free, 
including the British 
Museum, National 
Gallery, Tate Modern, 
Natural History 
Museum and Victoria 
& Albert Museum. For 
discounted admission 
to the Tower of 
London, Westminster 
Abbey and 70 other 
attractions, buy a 
London Pass. Catch 
a Shakespeare play 
atthe Globe Theatre, 
a close replica of the 
1599 original, and soar 
over the city on the 
443-foot London Eye, 
opened in 2000. 
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each flaunt their ` 
own flavor. The 
Shinjuku district 
(shown) is a high- 
rise shopping and 
entertainment hub. 


10 KYO Japan 


It’s hard to believe the world’s most populous 
city—with 14 million residents—was once а 
small, remote fishing village called Edo. When 
Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu established Edo 
as a seat of government in the 17th century, 
development surged from 
his residence at Edo Castle. 
Tokyo has been growing 
up and out at warp speed 
ever since, its sights on the 
future always melding with 
an affection for tradition, 
steeped as perfectly as a cup 
of Japanese green tea. 
Tokyo is less a cen- 
tralized city and more a 
mélange of neighborhoods, 
each with a distinct person- 
ality. A tourist spot for 300 
years, Asakusa is home to some of Tokyo’s most 
revered relics, from Sensoji, the city’s oldest 
Buddhist temple, to the 2,000-foot Tokyo Sky 
Tree, the world’s tallest freestanding tower. 
“Fashion forward” is an understatement 
when describing the street looks in Harajuku, 


where teens in cosplay brush elbows with social- 
ites in Louis Vuitton. Ueno Park is a one-stop 
shop for all things quintessentially Japan: tran- 
quil gardens, ancient shrines, soft-pink blooms 
of cherry-blossom trees and even a few pandas. 
The Shinbashi district, a 
playground for Tokyo busi- 
nessmen, or “salarymen," 
as they're known here, 
has earned the metropolis 
more Michelin stars than 
anywhere else in the world. 

Clad in contradictions, 
Tokyo stands on the world 
stage as a boundary pusher. 
Perhaps nowhere else on 
the planet could financial 
prowess and global influ- 
ence exist alongside hedge- 
hog cafes and Hello Kitty. But it's in these 
blurred distinctions that Japan's capital city 
has secured its identity, drawing more than 10 
million curious visitors each year to become 
part of the ongoing reinvention that defines 
this Asian nerve center. 
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pp If you try to tip taxi 
drivers or restaurant 
employees, they ll 
run after you to give 
your money back. 
And you're going to 
need it at Aragawa, 
a nondescript 
restaurant in the 
basement of an office 
building that slings a 
piece of Kobe beef 
for $400. Don't leave 
your chopsticks 
standing upright in 

a bowl of rice or use 
them playfully as a 
spear, but feel free to 
slurp your noodles. 
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SUNSET IS A POPULAR 
TIME TO RIDE A GLASS- 
ENCLOSED CABLE CAR К 
TO THE TOP OF PÁO DE > : 
ACUCAR (SUGARLOAF a3 * 

MOUNTAIN), WHICH M. 

OFFERS VISTAS OF RIO DE S i ШІ 

JANEIRO AND GUANABARA Қа 

BAY FROM 1,299 FEET. ! 
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Legend claims that Rio de Janeiro, which means 
January River, was named by Portuguese explor- 
ers who arrived on January 1, 1502, and mistook 
the entrance of the bay for the mouth of a river. 
Locals refer to their beloved home as Cidade 
Maravilhosa, or Marvelous City. By any name, 
Rio draws more than 5 million visitors each year 
to its sun-soaked shores. 

Steamy, sexy and spirited, Rio satiates the 
senses. The sounds of samba fill the streets as 
white-sand beaches ring the interior and jungle- 
cloaked mountains rise tall against the bluest sky 
in the world (yes, it's been proven). Nobody par- 
ties like the Cariocas, Rios native-born residents, 
whose annual Carnival celebration trumps all 
others in size and splendor. Bodies scantily clad 
in colorful costumes crusted in sequins shake 
and swing to electrifying samba beats, stopping 
only to swig a few sips of coconut water between 
ice-cold caipirinhas. 

Beyond the party scene, Rio has more on 
tap. The statue of Christ the Redeemer stands 
98 feet high, its arms spanning wide to protect 
all who dwell in the Marvelous City. Rio's must- 
see beaches include Copacabana, often referred 
to as the world's most famous; Ipanema, where 
all the beautiful people flock come summer; and 
Prainha, a remote, crescent-shaped spot known 
for surfing. Just yards from the city center 
sprawls the Floresta da Tijuca, the largest urban 
forest in the world, whose year-round residents 
include iguanas, monkeys and sloths. 

In a place where revelry exists right along- 
side religion, and where gleaming high-rises 
tower against a verdant backdrop of rainforest, 
life in Rio unfolds at a pace all its own. With 
so much to see, smell, touch and taste, sleep 
here is for the birds. 
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»» The flavors of Rio come alive at the 
churrasqueiras, where servers fill your plate 
with filet mignon and ancho steak drizzled with 
chimichurri until you flash a card to signal you 
need a break. One of the best is Carretao near 
Copacabana. Brazilians take their meat about 
as seriously as they do their soccer matches, so 
vegetarians should not express disgust at local 
specialties like cow-foot soup. 


ICONIC CITIES 


South Africa 

To the uninitiated, it would be easy to assume 
all of South Africa's drama plays out on safari. 
Not so. Sure, Kruger National Park, with its 
lions, rhinos, elephants, leopards and buffalo, 
deserves much hype— but so, too, does Cape 
Town, a city of breathtaking natural beauty and 
a rich merging of cultures. 

Few major world cities enjoy a backdrop of 
mountains at the ocean's edge. In the heart of 
Cape Town, one of the most iconic experiences 
is a visit to 3,563-foot Table Mountain, reached 
via aerial cableway or on foot. Thirty miles away, 
the Boulders Penguin Colony is home to 3,000 
African penguins. Farther south lies the Cape of 
Good Hope, where rugged cliffs and turquoise 
waters hug white-sand beaches. 

Beyond the mountains and coast, the city 
itself is a hub of intersection. The first European 
settlement in South Africa, it was founded in 
1652 by the Dutch East India Company as a rest 
stop for its ships. The company imported slaves 
for labor, who in turn imported their various 
cultures. British occupation in the 19th century 
ushered in the abolition of slavery, but its impact 
on the city is still on vivid display at museums 
such as the Slave Lodge and Bo-Kaap. 

The blend of backgrounds also typifies 
Cape Town's art museums and craft markets, 
from the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary 
Art Africa, which opened its 100 galleries in 
September 2017, to the Bay Harbour Market, 
attracting 100 traders and 24,000 monthly vis- 
itors. With vintage clothing, linens, antiques, 
Tunisian cuisine and local seafood on offer, 
it's a microcosm of the city itself—eclectic, 
international and full of surprises. 
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»» A bonus to visiting 
Cape Town is the 
chance to experience 
several vineyards 
within city limits. Ever 
since 1659, this New 
World destination has 
been experimenting 
with wines from 
syrahs to sauvignon 
blancs. In the area of 
Stellenbosch, Rust en 
Vrede Wine Estate 
and Restaurant is 

a must for lovers of 
cabernet, merlot and 
shiraz. In addition to 
producing wines, the 
namesake restaurant 
is also highly 
esteemed for its 

four- and six-course 
meals, designed to 
complement a range 
of varietals. 


Scenic lookouts, including 
Table Mountain, Lion's 
Head and Chapman's 
Peak, provide gorgeous 
vistas of Cape Town. 


JONG KONG 
China 

In a city with the world's largest concentration 
of skyscrapers, it's hard to imagine that this 
glass-and-steel powerhouse was once named 
simply for an aroma. Originally referred to by 
Chinese fishermen centuries ago as Heung 
Gong, or Fragrant Harbor, Hong Kong is still 
permeated with the earthy scent of sandal- 
wood for which it was named. 

Hong Kong as we know it emerged in 1842 
when it was ceded to the British after the First 
Opium War. Chinese migrant workers flooded 
to the port city, building through turmoil and 
triumph the foundation that would set Hong 


Kong оп its path to economic success. By the 
1970s, it became one of the region's wealthi- 
est, most industrialized players, but it wasn't 
until 1997 that China gained sovereignty once 
again, although not completely. Hong Kong 
exists as an autonomous territory not bound 
by Communism. 

Over seven million people squeeze onto 
Hong Kongs 426 square miles, where an inter- 
national crowd sips carefully crafted cocktails 
on sleek high-rise rooftops as drumbeats of 
dragon boats pulse past Sikh temples and fish 
markets. Visiting this metropolis today means 
embracing the duality, starting with a scenic 
ride across Victoria Harbour on the circa-1888 
Star Ferry. From there, Hong Kongs icons wait: 
the 111-foot-tall Tian Tan Buddha; the world's 


longest road-and-rail suspension bridge (best 
observed from the Lantau Link View Point on 
the island of Tsing Yi); and, of course, Victoria 
Peak, offering extending vistas of Hong Kong 
Island, the harbor and Kowloon from 1,805 feet. 
Smaller wonders—savory dim sum, warm pine- 
apple buns, high tea, a good-luck boost at Che 
Kung Temple— delight оп а more intimate level. 

Venturing from the bustling city center 
to the outlying islands, tourists find quieter 
diversions, from camera-friendly beaches and 
coastal walking paths to fishing villages and 
Zen-inducing shrines. 

Truly, the confluence of old and new, of 
activity and tranquility, drives Hong Kong. 
Those who visit wander through a storied his- 
tory of both fall and rise. 
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рр То travel the 
many modes of 
transportation, opt 
for an Octopus 
Card; English isn't 
as widely spoken as 
you might expect, 
so always bring the 
Chinese address of 
where you're staying 
and going. Don't 
miss a trip to the Tate 
Dining Room & Bar 
for chef Vicky Lau's 
matcha dessert. 
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PARIS 


It's impossible to find a ^world's most romantic 
cities" list that doesn't include Paris. The City 
of Light is so captivating, even the most cyni- 
cal skeptics are wooed by its tree-lined boule- 
vards, corner cafés, I9th-century facades and, 
of course, dazzling monuments. p | 

Notre-Dame, the most visited landmark — ҰМРА E E К И И 
іп all of France, awes sightseers with its rose r ; irm ка : 
windows, stained glass, gothic spire and eerie 
gargoyles. Meanwhile, the 1,063-foot Eiffel 
Tower, erected for the Exposition Universelle 
of 1889, stands as the symbol of the city. The 
circa-1919 Sacré-Coeur basilica, atop the Butte 
Montmarte, extends vistas from its 426-foot 
dome, and the Arc de Triomphe—the biggest 
arch in the world—overlooks the sparkling 
Champs-Elysées and beyond. 

Behind the walls of Paris’ world-class 
museums wait other iconic sights: Impressionist = 
masterpieces at the Musée d'Orsay;theLouvres 7 
35,000 works, including Venus de Milo, The 
Winged Victory of Samothrace and Mona Lisa. 

First a 12th-century fortress, then a royal 
residence, the Louvre museum opened in 1793, 
and its modern glass pyramid was added in 
1989. The monument is a poignant illustration 
of Paris’ layered history. The city’s origins trace 
to 250 B.C., when a Gallic tribe called the Parisii 
established an island settlement (the present- 
day Ile de la Cité) in the Seine River. After a 
period of Roman occupation, Paris became 
France’s capital in 987 A.D. 

But it was in the 1800s that the city took 
on its modern veneer. A civic planner named 
Georges-Eugene Haussmann, commissioned by 
Napoléon ІП, transformed Paris with the fea- 
tures modern crowds now adore: stone edifices, 
wide cobbled avenues, public parks and squares. 
As today’s visitors stroll and play in the City of 
Light, they can't help but fall in love. 
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> Paris is WA jy beguiling мер кота 


М poti at night; Vedettes du Pont-Neuf offers 
discounts on tickets purchased с online. hiso 
after dark: Don’t miss the Eiffel Tower’s nightly 


light show that glitters the first five minutes of 
every hour. If time permits, a day trip to the 
palace of Versailles is worthwhile. Don't say 
qu revoir to the city without picking up a box of 
feather-light macarons from Ladurée 


The third floor of the Eiffel 
ower offers spectacular 
panoramas of Paris' 20 

spiraling arrondissements 

(administrative districts). 


MORE 
ICONIC 
CITIES 

>> Ihe Bund—a 
popular, mile-long 
promenade along 
the Huangpu River 

in Shanghai, China— 
faces the Pudong 
skyscrapers. Go early 
to watch the locals 
practicing tai chi. 


»» For more than 
600 years, the Old 
Town Astronomical 
Clock in Prague has 
delighted visitors to 
the Czech Republic 
with its complex dial, 
medieval engineering 
and hourly procession 
of apostle statues. 
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»» Delhi, India’s 
densely populated 
capital, overloads the 
senses with heritage 
sites, high-rises, colo- 
nial buildings, temples 
and colorful markets, 
such as Kinari Bazaar 
(shown), known for its 
wedding wares. 
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GREAT AMERICA 


These U.S. cities are celebrated from sea to shining sea 
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WASHINGTON 


District of Columbia 

Selected in 1790 as the U.S. capital by George 
Washington, this 68-square-mile federal district 
brims with free activities, including Smithson- 
ian's 19 museums and zoo. Some 25 million 
annual visitors stroll the National Mall to see 
monuments like the Lincoln Memorial and the 
haunting Korean War Veterans Memorial. 


CHICAGO 


Illinois 

The Windy City is home to the tallest building 
in the Western Hemisphere (the Willis Tower, 
née Sears Tower), as well as famous attractions 
like the Shedd Aquarium, the Field Museum, 
Navy Pier and Millennium Park's Cloud Gate 
sculpture ("The Bean"), unveiled in 2006. 


ORLANDO 


Florida 

The City Beautiful has Mickey Mouse to thank 
for its status as 2016's most-visited city in the 
U.S. Even Disney fanatics have good reason to 
return again, thanks to new attractions, includ- 
ing Star Wars: Galaxy's Edge, revealed in 2019, 
and Guardians ofthe Galaxy: Cosmic Rewind, 
which opened earlier this year. 


NEW YORK CITY 

New York 

Broadway. 9/11 Memorial. Top of the Rock. 
The Big Apple's landmarks are so legendary, 
they need no explanation. Salute the Statue of 
Liberty, dedicated in 1886; wander the Met, 
NYC's most-visited museum; and explore 
Central Park, featured in more movies than 
any other spot on the planet. 


NEW ORLEANS 


Louisiana 

The Big Easy is a tangle of Mardi Gras beads, 
French Quarter balconies, Creole cottages and 
Garden District mansions. Founded by the 
French in 1718, a spirit of laissez les bons temps 
rouler! (let the good times roll!) pervades every 
jazz club and Bourbon Street bar. Don't miss 
beignets at Café du Monde and the St. Louis 
Cathedral on Jackson Square. 


SAN FRANCISCO 

California 

The Gold Rush of 1849 put San Fran on the 
map; the 4,200-foot-long Golden Gate Bridge 
cemented its place there. Climb the ruins of the 
Sutro Baths, tour Alcatraz, wander Muir Woods 
and people-watch at Fisherman's Wharf. 
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Above: New York City 
boasts more than 40 
skyscrapers that stretch 
800 or more feet high. 
Left: Affectionately 
dubbed the giant golf ball, 
Spaceship Earth at Walt 
Disney World's EPCOT 
theme park first opened 
in 1982. 

Opposite, clockwise from 
top left: The Chicago Cubs 
thrilled fans when they won 
the 2016 World Series—for 
the first time since 1908; 
an elevator carries visitors 
to the 500-foot-high 
observation deck at the 
Washington Monument; a 
New Orleans brass band; 
the Golden Gate National 
Recreation Area grants 
prime views of the world's 


most-photographed bridge. 
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